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Chapter 1. The Red Shoe 

Olesya heard the train breathe in. A deep slow inhale and a 

shudder. A tremor. A rumble of living fabric under her feet. A 

dragging laborious stretch, confined, alive and—  

In pain. It’s in pain. 

Her toes pulsed, reminding her that they hurt from 

practice. Her fingers momentarily paused. The ribbons hung 

slack. The pointe shoe, half-unwrapped. She counted. Watched the 

threads. The stumpy woven threads of the dirty indigo carpet. 

The stitches running in rows, mauve, violet, velvety blue the 

color of veins, the liquid that seeped from under the skin of 

the floor and pushed the matter out in ropes.  

Nothing. It’s nothing. It’s the wheels. 

She cast a quick glance around the roomette and continued 

her work. Grizzly work. The big toe smashed, the nail broken to 

splinters. It didn’t heal enough, and the abuse made it crack 

and leek. Olesya dabbed the spot with a gentle finger, traced a 

line.  

A glacier. The ice of my feet, and this is a glacier. 
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A quick rip, gritted teeth, and the second shoe landed with 

a soft thump next to the first one, already sprawled on the 

carpet like a squished moth. 

“Bleeding again.” That startled her. The sound of her 

voice, so sharp. It ran over the murmur of the train in an 

unexpectedly jagged line. It broke the harmony. And then another 

noise, an impertinence born into an auditory attack. The door 

slid open with a bang. 

Olesya jumped, crying out. Her injured toe scraped the 

floor, leaving a streak of unsightly moisture on the surface. 

Red on blue, flashed through her mind. 

“She’s at it again.” A smirk.  

Inga’s face, chiseled, tanned, gazed down at Olesya with 

uncovered contempt. Her perfection bordered on that of a 

plasticine figurine sculpted at a doll factory, squeezed out of 

an artificial udder and poured into a mold where it hardened and 

set. Set for life to scorn and hate. And admire her own symmetry 

and flawlessness. 

Please, go away. Olesya’s fingers crept to her foot, 

cradling it. 

“What? What’s she doing now?” The voice from the corridor.  

“Our waltz girl is practicing.” Inga roved her chocolate 

eyes—not delicious chocolate, but the stale shitty concoction 

you can buy at any roadside Moscow grocery store—over Olesya’s 
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bloodied toes and stepped in, pointedly pushing her foot so it 

caught in the flesh. 

Olesya choked a groan, hot water gathering in the corners 

of her eyes. The agony shot up her legs like fire, dissolving 

somewhere in the hipbones. 

“Where? In that closet?” Same voice, interested now. 

“Nonsense, Inga. There’s no space there.” A new face poked in. 

The desire to look as pert as Inga printed all over its moon-

round flabby depression. Standing out ears. Rivulets of unruly 

fuzz fringing the circumference of a protruding round forehead. 

Limpid watery eyes. No lips, save for a line. Excellent wiry 

body. 

“Oh, my God.” Vika flung a hand to her face. Theatrics. Her 

usual theatrics over everything. “Olesya, what did you do? 

How...” She swiveled her too large for her body head. Eyes on 

the narrow mirror. The backs of the seats. The window, the 

pleated navy curtains. The smudged spot on the roughly painted 

wall. “What did you do? Standing splits?” 

Olesya pressed her hand to the floor. There it was again. 

“The train,” she began. “The train is...” 

“Still doubting me?” Inga threw a look at Vika. 

“No, please. Explain.” A hand on the hip. Vika cocked her 

head. A bulldog. Once she dug in her teeth, she couldn’t let go. 

Wouldn’t. The pleasure of causing the other pain. 
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“I did a pirouette.” Olesya forced her foot flat, clasped 

the edge of the narrow windowsill. One straightened knee, 

another. “Like this.” She tiptoed on the healthy leg. Rose. 

Stretched into infinity. All forgotten. Nothing save the music, 

the music in her head. Piano, strings, Tchaikovsky and his soul 

laid out bare in notes, and her dancing. She twisted, swirled, 

once. Twice. Using the walls for support, spinning, spinning. 

The warmth from the bare skin chafing the carpet, the 

exhilaration. 

“That’s enough.” Snapped Inga. “Fucking showoff.” 

Olesya shrunk. 

“Excuse me.” A petite redhead with hips perhaps too wide 

for her slender upper frame stood in the door, a questioning 

look on her pointy face.  

“There comes the protector of the weak.” Inga pulled Vika 

by the arm, and in a swish of latest designer skirts they 

disappeared into their confinement across, slamming the door 

into the slot with such ferocity, in bounced back. Scowling, 

Inga reached and pulled it shut, drawing the curtain over the 

window.  

Nastya stepped in with a heavy sigh. Her small delicate 

lips scrunched into a sharp point. The end of her nose. The 

pupils. Needles. Needles pinked Olesya. 
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“Why are you doing this?” Breathed Nastya, a quick glance 

at the door. “Why are you letting them mock you?” 

Olesya stroked the window. There were droplets on it, on 

the other side, a few lines streaked furrows in the grime of the 

dust.  

Like pearls, if pearls could be transparent. 

“Olesya.” 

“Huh?” 

Nastya repeated her concern. “Please. I need to understand. 

I can’t understand. Why? Why do you allow these whores bully 

you? Give me a good reason. Doesn’t it bother you?” 

Olesya shook her head. 

“Well, it bothers me.” She leaned in, her small childish 

hands gripping kneecaps. “And it bothers the old bitch. You 

know,” she twisted a manicured finger around her temple. 

“You talked to Alla Borisovna?” Olesya’s face fell. Slid 

off her sunny disposition, colored slightly pink. It became her 

pallid complexion, making her almost attractive, not so plain 

and invisible. Straw hair, soft waves of it to the shoulders. 

Bushy brows, perhaps too heavy to balance off a square jaw. Not 

the perfect waltz girl, as Alla Borisovna would complain, but 

the footwork, Olesya’s footwork was unparalleled. She had to do. 

This threw Inga into fits of conniptions, stuck to dance the 

dark angel. 
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“And?” Olesya massaged her foot, now lifted off the floor 

and poised on the edge of the seat. Her eyes slid over the 

carpet. 

Strange. The blood is gone. 

“And nothing. What do you expect? She doesn’t care. You’re 

good material, the best candidate we’ve had over the last year, 

but she’d replace you in a heartbeat. Inga is breathing down 

your neck, Olesya.” 

“I know.” A shrug. The droplets, the droplets are gone. 

Snowy flats blurred to hills and crags, with dusting of 

trees, a handful of elk sprinkled like dots, standing still, 

mesmerized or petrified by the speeding worm.  

What else could it be in their eyes?  

“A grub? An earth thing of some kind.” 

“What?” Nastya rapped her nails on the edge of the plastic 

tray-table folded up and shoved in a slot like a tongue in a 

mouth. “What are you talking about?” 

“The train, it’s...” Olesya hesitated. 

“It’s what?” 

“Ah, don’t mind me. My feet.” She cupped the crushed toes 

and winced. 

“You’re nuts.” Declared Nastya. “Listen to me, I’m trying 

to help you. If you want a career in ballet, you have to choose 
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your battles carefully. This is a dangerous game. I don’t know, 

maybe you should try out for the Swan Lake.” 

“And quit Serenade?” Olesya’s eyes widened. “Never. I 

couldn’t do that.” 

“Why not? What are you, married to it?” Nastya wrinkled her 

brows, and a severe line formed between them, giving her a 

pinched and concerned look. A lock of her hair behind her ear 

loosened and hung free, hooding her sharp face in a lovely curvy 

line. Olesya instinctively lifted her hand to trace it. 

“Olesya, please.” A sigh of desperation. “You’re 

impossible. Let it go. He won’t see it and you know it.” 

“I’m sorry.” An automatic response. I’m sorry for this, I’m 

sorry for that, I’m sorry for everything. At least after she 

apologized, people left her alone. 

“What’s wrong?” Nastya’s frown deepened. 

Olesya passed her hand over the glass, caressing it with 

the tips of her fingers, savoring the coolness. It thrummed 

imperceptibly, sang a song to her bones, and she tore her hand 

away. 

“I...I don’t know. This train, it’s...it doesn’t feel like 

other trains.” 

“Well, duh.” Nastya chuckled in obvious relief. “We’re in 

America, stupid. This is not your typical ugly interurban jalopy 

crawling along on rusted rails. It’s smooth. And it’s quiet. 
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Dammit, do you hear how quiet it is? I can barely detect the 

murmur, the drone. We’re in America, baby. Lighten up. And don’t 

let those prissy bitches touch you. They will wring your neck if 

you let them.” She leaned back and kicked off her flats. 

“Anyway, I’m hungry. Want to go have lunch? It’s first come, 

first serve. We better snatch some food before it’s gone. Don’t 

worry”—Olesya grasped her purse—“the company is paying for it. 

Come on.”  

She dug into her bag and pulled out a pair of new lipstick 

shiny peep-toe flats.  

A premonition quickened in Olesya’s stomach. “Can you wear 

something else?” She stared at the polished lacquer. “You don’t 

have to change, it’s only lunch.” 

Nastya regarded her. “Of course I do. Boys will be there 

already.” She winked.  

Olesya sighed. “I can’t go. I can’t wear shoes, at least 

today I don’t think I can.” 

“Wear slippers. Did you bring a pair? Tell me you did.”  

Always forgetful of the most essential things, Olesya shook 

her head, reddening.  

“I can’t believe it. You forgot your slippers?” As if it 

was some unconceivable crime. “Here. Wear mine.” She produced a 

pair of rattan wonders, silky, new. 

“I’m afraid to mar them, Nastya.” 
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“I’ll buy a new pair. Take it.” She shoved it in Olesya’s 

hands. 

In another minute they were waddling along the narrow 

corridor, swaying from side to side in lull with the train, 

bumping into walls, passing other doors open, half-open, closed, 

shored off. Behind one a couple was kissing, and the woman threw 

an irritated glance at Olesya, one she will remember later at 

very different circumstances and regret she never got to speak 

to her until it was too late. 

At the end of the coach a metal door opened onto a shaky 

compartment between the wagons. The lips of the grated steel 

floor overlapped each other, forming a bridge, a passage of the 

rushing ground underneath, and here the thrumming hit Olesya 

again like a physical being. 

She halted, gripping the ledge. 

“What is it? You afraid of Mitya? Come on.” Nastya, already 

on the other side, waved her to get through. 

Olesya couldn’t move. It was as if she had to force herself 

to step into a mouth, no, a throat, a pulsing throbbing throat 

that salivated. The perspiration on the walls trickled down in 

glistening lines. It dripped with a nagging regularity. She 

could see the moisture thickening on the edges and fly off into 

the wind below. It breathed underneath her, that same sigh, same 

movement of air. 
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“I...it’s...” 

Nastya stomped back and seized Olesya’s arm and pulled.  

That was when it happened. 

Her shoe got stuck. The new sole, so slippery, genuine 

leather, the heel, caught in the narrow gap between the 

dovetailing shifting plates. At the same moment the carriage 

where Olesya stood lurched, creating friction and catching 

Nastya’s toe in the grind.  

The cry was unbearable.  

It lasted a long time, or maybe it seemed to Olesya that it 

went on and on, but when it was over and she opened her eyes and 

looked at the damage, there was blood, no shoe, and Nastya’s 

white sweaty face receding into the opposite car in the hands of 

Mitya and Pushkin, who rushed to her aid and now pushed with 

their backs into the dinner coach, the servers in their indigo 

uniforms, Alla Borisovna in a skirt suit, and rest of the 

Bolshoi troupe staring, immobile, silent. 

Nastya’s toe was crushed. Crushed to pulp. And that sealed 

her ballet career, Olesya knew it. It was nothing compared to 

the damage she has inflicted to her feet with relentless 

practice, only she didn’t know yet that it was the smallest of 

the horrors they were facing. 

For some strange reason, against all logic, it seemed to 

her that it was important to locate the other shoe. The red 
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patent leather. It was gone. And one more thing she noticed. It 

was the same toe as hers that got maimed. On the same foot. It 

struck her as odd and significant. 

The train. She thought, not fully understanding where the 

thought had come from. She didn’t think it as much as she felt 

it in her gut. The train did it. 
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Chapter 2. Milena’s Ultimatum 

There was not a single doctor in any of the carriages. The ten 

of them Olesya ran through in muted panic behind Alla 

Borisovna’s flapping cardigan and clacking heels. Kitten heels. 

The sensible heels of a middle-aged woman who has procured a 

comfortable life of a ballet company director after spending her 

youth on sleeping with the right men to advance her career.  

“What an idiot. To wear open shoes! She should’ve walked 

barefoot. Thank God I didn’t have her do Russian girl. Thank 

God!” Alla lamented. “And to think we’re due to premiere. What 

are you trailing me for?” 

Olesya blinked, bumping into a fake-wood wall. “I...I 

thought...” 

“You thought what? I swear if not for your talent, I 

would’ve kicked your ass to the street already. Is there 

something in there?” She knocked a crooked finger savagely on 

Olesya’s forehead. “And don’t you dare getting fat on me. This 

American swill they’re feeding us will make you gain weight like 

that.” She snapped her thin veined fingers. “Don’t let me catch 

you gorge up on it, you hear me?” 

“I won’t, Alla Borisovna.” Stammered Olesya. 
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“Any news?” Mitya, sweat-faced, from behind the turn in the 

corridor. Out of breath. “They said we need to hold out till the 

next stop. An ambulance will be waiting there.” 

Alla threw up her hands. “That’s just what I need. Who will 

go with her to the hospital?” 

The train halted abruptly, and both women slammed into 

Mitya’s arms. Behind him, more dancers. Piling up in a line. 

“I’ll go, Alla Borisovna.” Said Olesya. 

“You’re not going anywhere, you’re staying and practicing. 

I’m not losing one of my soloists. Over my dead body.” 

Static crackled above somewhere in the vicinity of the low 

ceiling. A sense of dread gripped Olesya’s neck, but it was only 

the announcement coming from the train attendant.  

“We will arrive in the city of Glenview in thirty minutes. 

Thirty minutes, folks. If you’re getting off on this station, 

please have your baggage ready. It was our pleasure to serve you 

and to make your trip as enjoyable as possible. Please consider 

choosing us as your premiere travel accommodation in the nearest 

future. Thank you for traveling with TUBE: Trans-Urban Blitz-

Express.” 

Click. 

“What was that long tirade for?” Alla frowned. “Just say 

the time of arrival and that’s it.” She shook her head. Her hair 

was pulled into a bun with such force, it seemed to smooth her 
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wrinkles and stretch her heavy-lidded eyes into slits. “Where is 

she?” This was thrown to Mitya. 

“Pardon me.” A train attendant, a jolly man in a blue cap 

and a uniform, squeezed through with a pack of towels in his 

hands. “Excuse me. Thank you.” 

They parted, flattened against the walls, to let him 

through. 

“In our room.” Mitya glanced at Olesya, and she cast her 

eyes down.  

Everyone slept with everyone in the company, except Mitya. 

He took no notice of the girls, which drove them insane and made 

them try harder. It was a game, to seduce the “virgin” and break 

off his unhealthy infatuation with Olesya, the ugly duckling who 

possessed a marvelous technique. If only she cared, if only she 

saw him.  

“Nastya is doing better, Alla Borisovna.” Denis. A composed 

face, a drawn-out glamorous tone. “Inga, Vika, and Milena are 

with her.” Something about the way Denis spoke brought calm and 

assurance to people’s minds. 

Olesya blushed. And that drum of her heart, that terribly 

loud thrumming. She hated it, unable to wrestle it to stop. 

Afraid others could hear it. Afraid Denis could hear it.  

“Thank God.” Alla ran a hand over the buttons of her 

cardigan. “I want to see her. Lead me.” 
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They have arrived in a disciplined formation in the guys’ 

bedroom, a spacious coupe with four bunk beds, two by the 

window, two butted against the wall. There were six male dancers 

in Serenade, and four of them claimed the tickets to be together 

on the upper floor with the girls, forcing Mitya to lodge with 

them. 

Nastya reclined on the lower bed, her injured leg propped 

up on the pillows, bandaged. The sharpness of her face more 

pronounced. The lips bloodless, thin. The breath ragged. The 

expression that of a stoic martyr.  

“I’m fine.” She kept repeating. “I’m fine, I’ll be fine. 

It’s nothing. They’ll put a cast on it, and I’ll be as good as 

new.” Her glance hooked on the company director, pleading. “I 

can still dance. I can—” 

“I don’t want to hear a word of this nonsense.” Announced 

Alla, sitting delicately on the edge of the bed. 

“We told her, Alla Borisovna, but she wouldn’t listen.” 

Relayed Inga with a saccharine demeanor she reserved for people 

in power.  

“Convincing her to stay put was quite an effort,” added 

Vika, parroting Inga’s speech inflections. 

Nastya was too distressed to react to this nibbling. “It’s 

all I have, Alla Borisovna.” She brushed a lock of her lovely 
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red hair behind her ear. “Please.” Her eyes welled up, and she 

forcefully swallowed, fisting the sheet. 

“We got one chance. One chance.” Alla looked into nothing, 

spoke into nothing, as if it concerned only her. “I’m not going 

to botch it. You’re not going to botch it.” A hand now, hand on 

Nastya’s shoulder. No warmth. Formality. Performance. Care in 

the eyes of the other dancers, because she had to. “They will 

take care of you. Once you’re well, she shall see.” She stood 

abruptly, and Nastya stiffened, no life in her eyes. In one 

fluid motion, graceful, strong, she flung her legs to the floor 

and stood, to the collective intake of air. 

“I can stand, see? I can—” 

“Nastya!” Olesya rushed to her friend just in time to catch 

her. She collapsed in her arms, folded. “You cheap heartless 

bitch.”  

Alla slowly turned around.  

Nastya heaved, shaking. “Look at me. Look at me!” 

She pushed Olesya out of the way and demonstratively leapt 

to her toes, to prove the impossible. As soon as her foot hit 

the floor, she fainted, crumbling like tissue paper fringed with 

fire. Red hair. Vivid. Strands streaked over the carpet. 

Throbbing carpet. Carpet moving under her body. 

A pitiful expression worked Alla’s features into a knot, a 

knot of disappointment. “If I see any of you prancing around 
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with bare feet on display, you’re losing your spot. There is 

plenty of talent for me to pick from. Remember that.” She left. 

Stunned, Olesya let herself be led away by her faithful 

torture trio. They pushed her into the seat of her roomette, 

banged the door shut, swung the hook down, and drew the curtain. 

“Good job, Olesya. What gave you this brilliant idea?” 

Demanded Inga, a hungry gleam in her eyes. 

“There is more to you than footwork. Didn’t I tell you 

girls to watch out for this little birdie? I knew it.” Milena 

put a cradling arm over Olesya’s shoulders, making her flinch. 

“Don’t worry,” she whispered in her ear, “we won’t tell a soul.” 

She wore her striking resemblance to Anna Pavlova with uncovered 

pride. Arrogance. She long gave up dying her hair dark, scolded 

by Alla Borisovna, but she cut it into a wavy bob, parting it in 

the middle like the star of Russian ballet. 

“How did you do it?” Vika clumsily accosted Olesya from the 

other side, and so they sat, waiting for her to answer, three 

harpies, two on the seats and one on the floor, on that spot 

where Olesya’s blood had disappeared and where she stared with a 

confused blankness. 

“I...don’t understand...” 

“She doesn’t understand. Did you hear that, girls?” Inga 

cocked her head to the side. “You can lose this pretense with 

us, you know. Go ahead, spill it. Who told you?” 
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“Who told me...what?” Olesya spoke to the carpet, unable to 

shake off the feeling that a presence of another intelligence 

was listening in, catching their every word, weighing it, as if 

deciding what ought to be done. 

“Who told you about Nastya?” 

Olesya said nothing, confounded. 

“She prepped as a backup for the waltz girl. In case you 

got sick or injured.” Milena reclined, pulling out a pack of 

mints and tossing out one slender cigarette. 

“You can’t smoke in here, dummy.” Berated her Inga. 

“I know, just playing. Well?” She swiveled her large eyes 

at Olesya. 

Vika elbowed her. “Are you going to talk or not?” 

“I don’t...you mean, you think that...” Olesya suddenly 

understood. “You think that I did it? That I pushed her?” 

Inga grinned. “Oh, that easy, huh? Is that what you did?” 

She flicked a look to Milena. “Can you show us?” 

Vika stared at Olesya’s feet with envy. 

“I did nothing of the sort.” Olesya colored, and hated 

herself for it, and colored even more. “I...” She faltered, 

remembering the steel plates shift, yawn, and catch Nastya’s 

shoe in its jaws, snap it, like a snake would swallow a slab of 

raw meat. A jerk, a tug, a bite. That was all she got to see, 

before the scream. 
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Inga knocked on her head. “Anyone home?” 

Olesya started. 

“Come back to us, dreamy bunny. Pretty please?” Milena 

showed the pearls of her teeth. “You want to keep dancing the 

waltz girl, do you?” 

Olesya took a breath. “I don’t understand what this has to 

do with anything.” 

“You don’t want to have your toe crushed, do you?” Inquired 

Milena nonchalantly, flicking off invisible lint from her 

cashmere sweater the shade of peach. 

“You wouldn’t—” 

“You don’t think? I’m a little fed up with missing out on 

my solo.” She switched her gaze up at Vika. “Hurry up and marry 

Yanchik already.” 

“He hasn’t proposed.” 

“What’s taking him so long?” Milena yawned. “Okay, I’m 

bored. You sure you have nothing else to say?” 

Olesya studied the rug. It seemed to undulate slightly 

under Inga’s weight, as if probing her. The shift was impossible 

to perceive if not for the bulge of the individual strands. They 

thickened, perhaps due to moisture. Unconscious of her actions, 

Olesya slid off the seat and leaned over. 

“Get away from me, freak!” A trace of fear passed Inga’s 

face and was gone. “What the hell are you looking at?” 
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“Did you feel anything?” Asked Olesya softly. 

“Feel what?” 

“Just now. Did you feel anything strange?” She patted the 

carpet, making tiny steps with her fingers, and it answered. It 

pushed back, for a fraction of a second. It was enough. Olesya 

froze, glued to the floor, her every nerve, every cell alert.  

“Something is wrong with her, I tell you.” Milena’s hand 

was on the door, and in another moment she was out. “Let’s go 

girls, I’ve had as much as I can handle. My nerves.” She tilted 

back her head, followed by the same gesture from Vika, the 

eternal drama copycat. “Tell me about it.” 

“We’ll talk again. Later.” Warned Inga. 

Out they went. 

Olesya didn’t raise her head, absorbed in the phenomena she 

had witnessed. “It moved,” she whispered. “How...why would it do 

that...” Crouching down on all fours, she stroked the rows of 

synthetic weave, dabbing the individual threads, sliding 

fingertips between grooves, when the stain on the rug caved into 

a shallow depression. A contracted cheek. A sucked in membrane. 

It did it slowly at first, and then fell out from under Olesya’s 

hand.  

She recoiled. Stiffened. Hand hovered over, waiting. It 

dipped, grew, in a round eye shape. It reached her knees, and 

there it paused. 
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Olesya closed her eyes, took a shattered breath. Opened 

them. The cavity was gone. Carpet, plain carpet, nothing unusual 

about it, and yet when she placed her hand on the stain, she 

could sense the heat. It was warmer there, in the spot, and it 

was throbbing. 
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Chapter 3. Without Nastya 

The ambulance was waiting right on the platform. There wasn’t 

much of the platform to speak of—a flat expanse of concrete 

dusted by the old snow and a brick depot with a faded sign. 

Welcome to Fargo. Revolving light bounced off the polished hide 

of the train, painted dark blue, sapphire, almost mazarine, with 

horizontal cardinal lines and TUBE signature logo stamped on 

every passenger car, a larva-like shape elongated over four 

capital letters as though it sped over a bridge. 

“Red on blue,” whispered Olesya. 

She stood to the side of the rustling shifting horde of 

people: the curious mob of the passengers from the neighboring 

car and the well-trained reserved ballet troupe consisting of 

twenty five dancers out of the required twenty six, plus the 

director. Faces somber. Exchanges muted and inconspicuous, years 

of practice staving off boredom on the stage and gossiping out 

of the corner of the mouth while the audience watched the 

soloists prance and leap and pirouette. 

The medics lifted Nastya out of the folding wheelchair and 

hoisted her up on a stretcher. She waved, subdued.  

Olesya skittered to her side. 
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“I should’ve—” 

“Shhh.” Nastya placed a finger on Olesya’s lips. “Not a 

word. It’s not your fault, and if you keep beating yourself up 

for it, I’m not talking to you. Got it?” 

Olesya nodded. 

“Excuse me, miss.” The medic rolled the stretcher in, and 

hopped in after, reaching for the doors.  

“Wait!” Olesya climbed in. “Call me. Please. There is 

something...” 

“Don’t make it harder than it already is, Olesya. Go.” 

Nastya dismissed her with a tired push. “The sight of you 

reminds me. I don’t want to be reminded, I want to forget. Don’t 

you understand?” The rims of her eyes glistened. “Go!” She 

crouched, hugged herself, glaring out like a cornered animal, 

gaunt, emaciated, every angle sharp, bony. Crushed.  

“I should’ve...” Began Olesya again. 

“You should’ve what? What?” 

“Miss?” The medic smiled apologetically, passing his eyes 

from one woman to the other. “I’m sorry, but we really need to 

be on our way. Do you mind?” He pointed out, his professionally 

composed face tightening into a mark of hidden irritation. 

“I should’ve told you.” Finished Olesya. 

“Told me what?” 
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The medic knocked on the dividing partition, alerting the 

driver. The engine whirred to life, sending a gentle tremor 

through the van. Olesya jolted, involuntarily touching the wall 

to feel the thrumming through her fingers. She lost herself for 

a few seconds and came back, sensing stares. The medic. Nastya. 

The driver. Another medic who clambered out of the front seat 

and leaned over the open door, waiting. 

Nobody spoke. 

“The train,” said Olesya softly.  

No one heard her. 

“I hope you get better soon. I really do. Call me. Please, 

call me.” She pecked Nastya on the cheek and hopped out, into 

the scrutiny of the company, their eyes betraying the latest 

speculation that Inga started and that had matured into a 

definite conviction that Nastya suffered no accident. That 

Nastya got injured at Olesya’s hands. 

I wish you could see what I see. I wish...  

Olesya lowered her eyes and without looking up snuck back 

across the platform, halting inches away from the metal body. 

Cold. She could sense its temperature without touching. It 

pulled her in, it wanted her to stroke it, to caress. A rod of 

unspeakable terror pinned her to the platform and she turned. 

Turned to look. 
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The ambulance backed out and, lights flashing, tore into 

the maze of ashen contiguous buildings, blocks and blocks of 

them stretching over a flat plateau of a small rural town. 

Olesya shifted her gaze. 

Bodies. Bodies of people. Warm, living, walking. They 

boarded the cars one by one, spooling in like lines of organic 

essence, consumed by the long lump of steel, trickles of viscous 

substance fed into a machine. It was not until the last person 

disappeared and she was prompted by the conductor to enter that 

she raised her foot and placed it on the grated stair, a growing 

sense of dread enveloping her. She gripped the shiny handle worn 

by years, and instantly it responded. It sent a mild electric 

current, and she tore her hand away, then placed it back, 

resolutely, scanning the desolate station. 

Grey asphalt. Sepia dust. Russet brick and stone. And along 

it all, cutting it in half, a tube-like beast, livid, legless, 

propped up on chassis upon chassis of wheels, its head curved 

out of sight, its posture that of a tumefied decomposer about to 

slither into mountains and there, in the bluish haze of the 

wilderness, to consummate its feast. 

Olesya rolled her neck and tossed her head. The feeling 

persisted, intensifying with every step. No sooner did she leave 

the ground that the signal blared in the distance and the train 

lurched, causing her to stumble and painfully ram her head into 



Anske / TUBE / 26 

a baggage shelf, a sharp corner of it drawing a droplet of 

blood. 

Olesya quickly wiped it and smeared it on her skirt, no 

longer caring, mounting the narrow steps up to the second floor 

and to her roomette, slamming the door in the demanding face of 

Inga and drawing back the curtain. 

It took a few minutes for the insults to stop, for the 

knocking on the door to seize. Olesya forced herself to not 

react. It took her long minutes of sweaty concentration to sit 

still, without moving, letting her eyes wander along the knolls 

and the hills and the fractured crags blurring by the window, 

smudged with grime and soot. 

At last, with a sigh, she breathed on the glass, pulled the 

sleeve of her tattered sweater over her hand and rubbed the 

surface clean, tracing circles, acutely aware of its unnatural 

penetrating cold. Her skin has attuned to the slightest change 

in sensation. Her hipbones depressed the prolapsed foam of the 

seat under the scratchy synthetic textile, worn and faded from 

indigo to gridelin. Her elbow touched the fake wood paneling 

that glinted with subdued sheen in the light of the high-voltage 

lamp. The murmur of the rug pressed into the soles of her feet. 

The tremor of the wheels thumped like a mechanical heart. And 

the scent. 
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Olesya inhaled, fear pulsing in her throat. She hasn’t 

noticed this until now. The iron tang of rust. Of rust, or maybe 

not. Maybe it was... 

Old blood. Like the taste that spreads in your mouth when 

you bite your tongue, only older.  

She shifted in her seat, uncertain what to do next. The 

very act of sitting inside the train, inside its gut, its bowels 

rendered Olesya paralyzed and feverish at the same time. She 

fought the urge to examine every inch of every surface, to find 

the clue as to how it was possible for a machine to emit life, 

to breathe, to move. 

Her eyes fell on the corner of the bag stashed under the 

seat across. She reached over and unzipped it.  

I should read. I should read and forget everything, like 

Nastya said. 

Olesya stroked the embossed leather cover, the oval 

impression in the middle, the delicate face. 

Anna Karenina. 

She thumbed the bookmark, flipped to the page she stopped 

on reading the night before, and scanned the first line of 

Chapter 18. 

“Vronsky followed the conductor to the carriage and at the 

door to the compartment stopped to allow a lady to leave.” 
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For a short period of time nothing disturbed Olesya. She 

has lost herself to reading, pictures of nineteenth century 

Russia flitting through her mind, the grace, the mannerisms, the 

peculiar dresses, the subdued romance of it all. She skimmed 

through a few paragraphs and then rested on the line that made 

her stop. 

“A watchman, either drunk or too bundled up because of the 

freezing cold, had not heard a train being shunted and had been 

run over.” 

Olesya closed the book, her heart hammering. 

A crackle in the wall startled her. She quailed, cold sweat 

springing on her brow. 

“It is twelve o’clock. Twelve o’clock, folks! The dining 

carriage is now open. We are open for lunch until one thirty. I 

repeat, one thirty. Lunch is served on the first come, first 

serve basis. Please wait for the attendant to have you seated. 

Thank you.” 

Click. 

Olesya slid the book back into her bag and heard rapping on 

the door. The train dove into a tunnel and in the darkness she 

didn’t dare pull the curtain back to see who wanted her. 

“Olesya? I know you’re there. Come eat lunch with me.” 

Alla’s voice. 

Olesya let out a ragged exhale. 
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Light blinded her. The whiteness of it, reflecting in the 

snow, illuminated by the sun suddenly poking its head through 

the rift in the clouds. They passed the tunnel and were speeding 

along a deep valley carved between two looming mountains with 

peaks lost in the fog.  

The carriage lurched, and Olesya bonked her head on the 

door, as if the room intended to spit her out. She drew back the 

curtain, and for a brief moment of horror thought that she 

looked into the face of death, so pale it was, so lifeless. But 

it was only the company director, scowling. 

Olesya flipped up the latch, clasped the groove in the door 

and pushed it into the slot. 

“Are you making me wait on purpose?” Without waiting a 

beat, Alla strolled along the corridor, fingers outstretched, 

arms bent at the sides, in case she bumped into a wall.  

Every door was closed, and every roomette seemed empty, 

except the big bedroom at the very end. She heard a male voice 

and shrunk in anticipation. 

Denis’s drawl drifted over. He was talking to someone on 

the phone, apparently alone. 

“Just a minute, Alla Borisovna,” said Olesya, heat rising 

up her core. “I forgot something. I’ll get it and be right 

there. Don’t wait for me, please.” 

Why did I just say this?  
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She leaned into the room, fetched the bag from under the 

seat, rummaged in it, looking for she did not know what. Their 

meals were covered, but she took out her wallet anyway, pressed 

it to her chest, leaned out, listening. 

Denis’s voice murmured, got louder, agitated.  

Olesya ducked back into her room, making sure her leg stuck 

out and was visible from the outside. She put the bag under the 

seat, waited a beat, then took it out again, fumbling with its 

contents without seeing what she was doing, concentrating on the 

senses of her back, timing it, timing it perfectly.  

A muffled hurried step, another, a few more. 

Her hands shaking violently, Olesya gripped Anna Karenina 

and plopped it on the seat, hoping it produced enough of the 

audible thump. She tossed the bag, backed out of the door and 

bumped right into Denis. 

Her heart jumped. 

“Olesya!” he cried, surprised. A half a second of 

incredulity in his eyes, black sable, startled. And then it 

changed, hardened to a smooth pathos, his signature demeanor 

when talking to ballerinas. Olesya assumed he talked like this 

to women outside ballet as well, although she had no way of 

knowing that, encountering him only at practice. 
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“Aren’t you supposed to be at lunch? Don’t anger the old 

bitch.” He gave her a perfunctory smile and strolled off, before 

Olesya could utter a single word. 

Stupid, stupid. That was stupid. 

Twisting and tearing strands of wool from her sweater, she 

followed on unsteady legs, forgetting to close the curtain and 

the door to her room, Nastya’s things no longer there, Nastya’s 

absence haunting her. 

They had to cross the compartment between the carriages and 

Olesya stopped, watching Denis’s back as he effortlessly strode 

over and was chatting up a pretty waitress, whispering something 

in her ear. She blushed and nodded, leading him over to the 

table where Mitya, Pushkin, and Yanchik already entertained the 

girls. 

Olesya glanced uneasily at the walls, searching for the 

signs of moisture she saw last time. There were none. Steel 

gleamed dully at her, as if licked clean. The lips of the plates 

grated in rhythm with the chugging. On a whim, Olesya passed a 

hand over the partition and whispered, “you don’t mind if I 

cross?” 

She waited. No response. Not that she could sense anything. 

The walls, the floor, the accordion-style membrane that 

connected the carriages were as lifeless as any inanimate object 
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should be. Uncertain and bewildered by her impulse, Olesya 

fought the urge to flee and gingerly took a step on the grate. 

Nothing. 

She took another step, balancing on both legs, one standing 

on the lip of her carriage, another on the lip of the dining 

car, when the train passed a bump in the tracks. It bobbed up 

and threw Olesya into a hectic trot. She flew out of the passage 

and rammed into the pretty waitress who was holding a tray of 

salads. Her arm jerked, and the plates clattered to the floor, 

upending and scattering callow-green leaves and cherry tomatoes 

over the rug. 

“I’m sorry.” Olesya kneeled to help pick up the mess. 

“No need.” Said the waitress through teeth. “Get seated, 

please,” and she motioned to Alla Borisovna who was sipping 

coffee at the nearby table, her narrow eyes foreboding a 

definite scolding. 

Olesya rose and, possessed by her idea, stepped on a 

tomato, watching it pop and squirt out the juice in all 

directions. She wrenched her gaze away. 

The tomato juice didn’t seep into the carpet like she 

anticipated. It sat there for a moment longer, before the upset 

waitress dabbed it with a towel. 
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“Since when are you a klutz?” Greeted her Alla. “Don’t make 

me doubt your footwork, Olesya. That is your only virtue, 

remember that.” 

“I remember, Alla Borisovna.” Olesya slid onto the 

upholstered bench and suddenly sensed a look on her back. She 

ignored it. She knew it was Mitya. 

Lights dimmed, noises sharpened, and the chewing and the 

gulping and the smacking assaulted Olesya’s ears, making her 

lose appetite. She picked up the menu and hid her behind it. 

There is no one I can tell. No one. Oh, papa. They’ll think 

I’m crazy. And maybe I am. Maybe I am. 
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Chapter 4. The Other Train 

Wilted leaves of lettuce sat under the mound of ranch sauce like 

dead skin. Olesya poked around them with a fork, stirring in 

jaundiced shreds of cheese. The resulting slop spilled over the 

edge of the plate, fringed in signature blue. She unfolded a 

faded napkin and dabbed the table clean.  

Alla Borisovna watched this with an expression of one 

witnessing murder. “What is this I’m hearing?” She began, her 

plate and utensils untouched, a paper cup of coffee in front of 

her. She sipped it with mechanic regularity and no noise. 

Olesya folded the napkin, put it to the side, picked up the 

fork and chased a lonely tomato around. It refused to be 

punctured, slipping and rolling in the sauce. 

“Stop it.” Commanded Alla. 

Olesya put down the fork. 

“What is it with you?” 

Olesya shrugged, watching the carpet out of the corner of 

her eye, the bald suede of the waitress’s moccasins, the dark 

spot soaked in tomato juice. 

“Are you listening?” 

Olesya raised her eyes. “Yes, Alla Borisovna.” 
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“What is this I’m hearing?” She scowled, lips tight, 

waiting for a confession. 

“What are you hearing, Alla Borisovna?” Asked Olesya, 

knowing that the only thing this maneuver would win her was 

time. 

Alla rapped her fingers on the table.  

Like Nastya when she’s mad at me. Like Nastya...  

Four plain nails, painstakingly trimmed and filed to 

concave ovals, never any polish on them, danced a polka. 

Abruptly stopped. Hand flat, pressed hard. 

“Are you going to talk or not?” This, closer. 

“I’m not sure what you want me to talk about.” 

“Don’t play stupid with me, Olesya.” Sharp. The sharpness 

of her tone was acidic. “Mitya saw you.” 

Olesya flinched as if poked. “Mitya?” 

“Do you need me to continue or will you spare me the 

trouble?” Alla set aside the empty cup and leaned back. At the 

table behind her Inga and Milena, exposed, immediately turned 

their heads away, speaking to each other in a hushed urgent 

cadence. 

Olesya sensed her cheeks prickle. Next came the blushing 

and she held her breath to stave it off. “There is nothing to 

continue about, Alla Borisovna. I’m tired. If you don’t mind, 

I’d like to go back to—” 
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“I thought you loved dancing Serenade.” An offhand remark, 

like nothing important. 

Olesya choked on her words. “Yes. I do.” 

“One misstep and you’re out. I don’t know what it is that 

happened between you and Nastya, but now you are without a 

backup. You have no room for error, no room.” She leaned over 

the table, the buttons of her cardigan clicking on formica as 

they touched it. “You know the stakes. We are all dependent on 

you, on your performance. You are the crown, the jewel of 

Serenade. If you make a mistake, the entire act will be ruined.” 

Olesya listened but didn’t hear the words. The tulle, the 

gauze, the gentle crinkle of it, the tap-tap of pointe shoes on 

the stage, the fever of anticipation. Voices, hushed. Last 

coughs, last sighs. Fingers poised over the strings in the 

orchestra, the violinists tense, the conductor’s arms spread, 

and then, music, muffled by the curtain. The tide of it, 

sweeping, lifting. A foot out, straight, toes bent at an 

impossible angle, the leg a straight line. Arms curved, neck 

stretched, chin high, higher. And her eyes, closed. Olesya 

always closed them, letting the thrill of the stage singe her. 

She felt hot lamps blistering her skin, and that’s when she 

opened them, blinded by the light. 

“Olesya!” 
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It crumbled in darkness. The vision, the notes. Olesya 

blinked. “Yes, Alla Borisovna?” 

“Go rest. Get out of here. We’ll talk in the morning.” A 

crinkle of concern traced Alla’s forehead for a fleeting second 

and smoothed.  

Olesya stood, eyes low, and then slowly her head swiveled 

against her will to whom she knew was watching her this entire 

time. That questioning look on his face, always in wonder like a 

child, brows angled and raised, thin dusting of a mustache as if 

someone took a pencil and shaded two lines above his lip. The 

birthmark that confused and smothered girls until they 

discovered that that’s all there was and attempted to use him 

for carnal purposes. It was impossible not to. Only he refused, 

one goal on his mind. 

Could you go any lower than that? 

Mitya’s face lit up stupidly, and Olesya dropped her gaze. 

She couldn’t despise him. You can’t despise a dog that tears 

your coat because it wants to get to you no matter the obstacle, 

it loves you that much. Only in case of Mitya Olesya wasn’t sure 

it was love, it was a desperate infatuation fueled by whatever 

fantasy of her he constructed in his head. They barely spoke a 

few words over their first year at the company, and those were 

related to costumes, technique, and weather. Always weather, 

that’s what you talked to Mitya about. 
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“It’s snowy today!” 

A nod. 

“Cold! Aren’t you cold?” 

Another nod. 

“You should wear mittens. Gloves are no good. Do you have 

mittens? Thick woolen mittens?” 

A shake of the head. 

“You should get a pair. Brrr! Lots of snow today.” 

You already said that. 

Then they would part, each to their dressing room, and the 

next day it would repeat, according to the current 

precipitation. 

“It’s melting! Did you see the snow melting?” 

Olesya sighed.  

When she made it to her roomette, she closed the door with 

numb fingers and collapsed on the seat, replaying Alla 

Borisovna’s words in her head and reinterpreting Inga’s and 

Milena’s stares, no doubt aimed at intimidating her in 

preparation for another attack. Pushkin made faces at her, 

winking at Mitya. Yanchik bounced his brows, that obnoxious 

expression he always wears, the golden boy from the new Russian 

wealth. As to Galka and Larisa, they listened open-mouthed to 

Lida’s account of what no doubt Inga told them as the story of 

jealousy, rivalry, and betrayal that turned bloody. 
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It’s like you said, Nastya. Like high school. 

A tap on the screen of the phone. No calls, no messages. 

Olesya carefully placed it into the designated pocket in her 

purse and pulled out Anna Karenina. She passed lines of text and 

flipped several pages, then went back, reading and rereading the 

same passages, no story forming in her mind. 

This is no good.  

She set the book aside and reached into the narrow 

compartment on the outside of her bag, unwrapping the plastic 

and taking out a model of a locomotive made of tin, all that was 

left of the toy train her father bought her the year he died.  

They spread out tracks all over the floor, running them 

under the bed folded into a divan for the day, under the dining 

table, the chairs, by the bureau littered with drafting 

materials, ink, pencils, in a curve around a tilted tabouret 

that stood for a sheer crag drop, and finally under her mother’s 

bunched up eiderdown that was supposed to be a hill with a 

tunnel underneath.  

Every carriage could fit into Olesya’s palm, teal in color, 

shiny and new, with a thin red line tracing the bottom edge 

where the wheels attached, tiny light bulbs screwed into the 

head and tail of the locomotive and lighting up yellow at the 

switch of a peg on the bottom. There were ten little cars, 

dovetailed to each other by tiny hooks, and they snaked around 
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and around on the floor, propelled by the power of finger-thin 

batteries. 

“Over there, papa! Watch out, it’s a mudslide!” 

“Don’t fret, engineer! We’ll give this boy more power. Here 

we go!” 

“Papa, papa, it will turn over!” 

“But it didn’t, Olesya, look. It made it around the bend!” 

Olesya giggled and clapped, then gasped. 

“Oh, papa! Now it will! Watch!” 

They got so carried away, crawling around on hands and 

knees, sneezing from the kicked up dust and laughing, that they 

didn’t notice how her mother came home, changed into slippers 

and stood in the door, watching them, a faint smile playing on 

her lips. 

Olesya rolled the smooth toy in her hand, stroking the 

sides, the top, the tiny windows, the glass of the bulb, 

spinning the wheels one by one. The locomotive was all she had 

left of the set, the rest scattered and lost in the years that 

broke them apart, her and her mother, in the years when nothing 

else mattered, when Olesya clung to her ballet lessons, afraid 

to lose herself if she didn’t.  

Her father wanted to see her in Serenade and never got the 

chance. And she never rode another train until this trip came 

along, when she had to. Had to.  
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Why on earth did I talk to it? 

She slid the plastic tray table out of the slot, opened its 

petals and placed the toy on top, wheeling it lightly around in 

circles. It made faint scratching sounds, and for a few moments 

she got absorbed in the play. 

The train blew a horn, lurched and came to an abrupt stop. 

It was the first time Olesya heard it make a noise, a full-

throated and guttural bellow like that of an injured animal. The 

locomotive flew out of her hand and cluttered to the floor, 

rolling far under the seat. Olesya’s eyes widened. She traced 

the line of its trajectory. The front wheels lay a hairline 

behind the rim of the carpet, a black plastic ledge. The air 

thickened, pressing down and into Olesya’s ears. Her breathing 

sped up. She didn’t move, eyes glued to the toy. It shifted 

back, but not too far, just enough out of reach where she would 

need to get on her knees and stretch the arm into the darkness 

under. 

It wants me to pick it up. Nonsense, it can’t do that. How 

can a train— 

She shook her head, chasing the presentiment away. 

Something caught the corner of her eye. A freight train 

pulled by an orange front car crawled along the tracks in the 

opposite direction. Olesya watched it motionlessly bypass her 

window, countless wagons topped to the brim with coal and finely 
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grated rocks. At first she counted them but then gave up. At 

last the tail curved out of sight, two red lights blinked, and 

it was gone. 

Olesya shifted her gaze around the frosted plateau 

punctured by sticks of naked trees and thin scraggy furs, when 

the breath halted in her throat. Directly opposite her window, 

on a patch of snow underneath wide paws of an old pine stood a 

wolf. It looked right at her, its ears alert, its tail pressed 

down, its posture that of an experienced hunter that knows how 

to track and kill and strip its prey. 

Their eyes met for perhaps no more than a fraction of a 

second, but it seemed to Olesya like at least a minute. Then the 

train gave another drawn out honk, the wolf tore off into the 

woods, and Olesya saw no more life for a long time, her face 

pressed to the cool window, her mouth slightly open. 

A wolf.  

She pulled up her leg and rubbed the toe where it hurt.  

It was looking at me. It saw me. 

There was a thick layer of glass and steel between her and 

the endless whiteness outside, poked by a mottling of trees or a 

rocky outcropping or a patch of dark woods, and yet uneasiness 

stole up her arms and down her back, lodging somewhere in the 

pit of her stomach. 

I’m just tired. All of this, I’m just... 
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Reluctantly, she slipped off the seat and watched the 

upended locomotive for a long time, until her eyes adjusted to 

the gloom and she could see its belly, its wheels upside down 

like legs of an overturned bug, shrouded in shade. Olesya tensed 

for a frightening second and shot out her arm, snatching the 

toy. 

All was still. 

She let out air, pulling herself up on the seat and 

dropping her head back on the pillow, rolling the toy from hand 

to hand and letting the ride lull her into an uneasy doze.   
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Chapter 5. The First Night 

Faint scratching woke Olesya with a start. She rolled her neck, 

stiff and sore. Rubbed her eyes, blinking. The window was black, 

full of night. Patches of white streaked over the blur wherever 

the moon glimmer halted the darkness. Olesya cupped her face and 

pressed it to the glass, a circle of fog forming from her 

breath.   

Nothing.  

Faint outlines of what could be dense woods. And nothing, 

no light, no sign of life. Olesya looked at her watch, her 

father’s present, a thin golden band with a delicate oval face, 

handles tiny, numbers ornate. She lifted it to her nose, 

squinting, and pivoted her wrist until the polished surface 

caught enough moonlight for her to see the time. It was after 

six. She must have slept for three hours and missed dinner. 

Strange. They didn’t even call me. 

Another scratching. Timid. As if someone wanted her 

attention but was afraid to knock on the door. She stood on an 

impulse and halted. A sense of loneliness in the air. An 

emptiness. The kind that lingers in the ballet studio at night. 

She stayed one winter evening too late, practicing until her 
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muscled cramped, and when she collapsed on the floor and pulled 

out the headphones, the absence of Tchaikovsky fell heavy on her 

ears. They rung, her blood stilled in a churning vacuum, a void. 

Fear crept into her core. She rushed to the dressing room, 

changed out of her ballet attire and into thick woolen leggings, 

turtleneck sweater, boots, lambskin coat and hat, and just 

barely made it to the last Metro train minutes before the 

station closed, riding in the wagon alone with a muttering drunk 

who stunk of urine and vomit. 

When she got out on her snowy street and trotted the long 

walk home, a ratty man on unsteady legs followed her, eventually 

overtaking her and blocking her way. 

“What’s a pretty young girl like yourself is doing out so 

late, huh?” Legs wide apart, arms out for balance. 

“Excuse me.” Olesya tried dodging him. 

“It’s not safe walking around so late for such a pretty 

thing,” he raised his hand to brush her face. Olesya backed off 

and hastened around, but he wouldn’t let go, grabbing her by the 

sleeve and turning her around. 

“I will walk you.” A booze breath. Bristling hairs in each 

nostril. A pimple on the tip of a distended nose. A pair of 

rheumy eyes, unfocused but full of greed. “I will walk you home 

and protect you. You don’t know what scum is on the streets 

these days. Trust me, girly.” 
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Olesya wrenched her arm out of his hold. “No need, thank 

you. I’m fine on my own.” 

“Are you, now?” Astounded face, a sneer. 

“If you don’t mind...” Olesya set her teeth, fingering the 

keys in her pocket. 

Is it sharp enough to cut? What else do I have? 

“Your papa will thank me.” This spoken with a wheeze and 

followed by a cackle. 

Olesya squeezed the keys. They cut into her palm. The 

memory of grief, the air too painful to breathe. “My papa is 

dead.” 

“Oh.” He stopped short. Perhaps a flicker of recognition, a 

trace of compassion.  

The tightness snapped in Olesya and poured into a 

carelessness, an appeal to a stranger who might have planned to 

take her behind some dilapidated shack, right on the frosted 

ground and discard her like an empty vodka bottle.  

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, “I would love your company 

some other time, but not right now. I’m very tired, and my feet 

hurt.” 

“Feet?” He pressed a thumb to his left nostril and blew a 

line of snot onto the snow, wiping it with the back of his hand. 

“What nonsense are you talking about? Young thing like you, why 

would your feet hurt?” 
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“I’m a ballerina.” 

“A ballerina!” Light came into his crumpled face. “Oh, a 

ballerina! I have watched this, what was it...they play it at 

Bolshoi...” He scratched under his hat. 

“Swan Lake?” 

“That’s the one! What’s your name?” 

“Olesya.” 

“What a pretty name. Vadim Nikolaevich, my pleasure.” He 

kissed her hand, bending and awkwardly sticking out one leg. 

“Well, Olesya, what are we standing here for? You’ll freeze to 

death. Allow me.” He offered her an arm and walked her to the 

door of her entrance, where he bowed gallantly and, losing 

balance, fell face-first into the dirty pile of snow. Olesya, 

without losing a beat, snuck inside and slammed the heavy metal 

door, blood drumming in her ears. She heard him shout something 

while coming up the stairs, and now this memory came to her with 

vivid clarity. 

He pounded on the door. 

Someone pounded on the door. Fists. No voice. The whole 

partition shook with impatience to get her attention. 

Olesya lifted her arm and paused inches away from the 

curtain. The shaking abruptly seized and the train started 

slowing down, as if holding breath in anticipation. 
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Every bone in Olesya screamed to keep still. She flicked 

her gaze at the light switch on the panel, and a jolt of panic 

shot through her. It was dark. It usually glowed a faint blue. 

The electricity seemed to be off. The rumble of the train slowed 

to a crawling pace, and through the window Olesya saw a vast 

field covered in glistening snow and patches of something dark, 

perhaps shadows, perhaps bare soil where the snow had melted. 

A vicious kick racked the door. 

Olesya turned and in one swift move ripped back the 

curtain, the crackling noise of the parting Velcro panels 

startling her.  

And then she froze, staring. 

A face hung upside down and looked at her. It was the face 

of Nastya. She grinned and waved, her red hair spilling down in 

a lush curly sheet. 

Nastya? 

Olesya couldn’t speak. 

“I made it.” Muffled from behind the door. A mean smirk. 

“I’m the only one who made it.” A peal of laughter, mechanical, 

inhuman. “I made it, I made it, I made it! And you’re still 

here! What are you doing here? Get out! Get out before it’s too 

late! You hear me?” Menace and impatience contorted her face. 

She swung back in an impossible arch bend and rammed her face 

into the door. For an instant Olesya saw her nose squished 
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against the glass, a white misshapen amoeba, teeth bared in a 

snarl, then she swung back and banged her head once more. A thin 

line of blood shot out of her nose, splattering droplets on 

impact. She bent back, and before another blow rocked the room, 

Olesya lunged for the curtain, gripped it with both hands and 

draped it over, fastening every Velcro closure with trembling 

fingers.  

When she was done, she dropped into the seat, deaf from the 

mad roaring of her pulse, and closed her eyes. 

It can’t be Nastya. 

Hard breathing. 

Nastya is in the hospital. Even if she was here, she 

couldn’t hang and arch like that. It’s simply impossible. 

The slamming abruptly stopped. 

Olesya sat still for a while, petrified. One part of her 

wished to stay in her roomette and not move until it was morning 

and she heard people moiling around, getting ready for 

breakfast. Another part of her, the part that always got her in 

trouble, wanted to get out and witness Nastya hanging for 

herself, to see how she could do it, what was there on the 

ceiling for her to hold on to.  

A jarring realization spurred Olesya to action. It didn’t 

occur to her until now. 

My train! My toy train! 
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She jumped, looking around wildly. Last she remembered it 

sat in her hands, and now it wasn’t there. It wasn’t anywhere to 

be seen. Without hesitation Olesya crouched and felt with her 

hand under the seat. Not there. Under the seat across. Not there 

either. In the bags, in the narrow closet for coats. On the 

upper bank where Nastya slept, in the slot for the table. In her 

searching frenzy she lifted the curtains from the bottom and 

accidentally ripped the Velcro apart.  

Olesya stiffened, unmoving. 

Silence, ringing silence. 

She slowly tilted her head. Nastya was gone. Nastya’s blood 

smeared on the glass was gone. It was as if nothing happened, 

except the prevailing sense of misery, of aloneness. And the 

corridor, it didn’t look right. 

The lights are out. 

Olesya lifted the latch, hooked her hand into the handle 

and nudged the door open. It slid into the slot, letting in the 

night chill. The carriage had a draft cursing though it, as if a 

window was open somewhere. Muffled grumble of wheels on the 

tracks echoed in the otherwise barren void, an absence of 

anything living that exists in big abandoned spaces. 

Olesya stepped out hesitantly, wincing. Her injured toe 

throbbed when it touched the floor. She studied the ceiling that 
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stretched along the corridor in a flat narrow line. She reached 

out and touched it.  

There is not enough space to hang upside down. 

The pace of the train slowed to inching. Tires scraped and 

screeched, and then the noises melted into a chorus, a chorus of 

male voices singing a capella. It came from the end of the 

carriage, together with wafts of cold air.  

“Hello?” Olesya’s voice fell flat. Goosebumps ran up her 

arms, and she flicked around, sensing a stare, but the corridor 

was empty. 

“Hello?”  

A knock on the door across, where Inga and Milena huddled 

in their daily gossip. No response. Curtains drawn. Olesya tried 

the door and stumbled back in surprise. It gave. She passed a 

tongue over dry lips and pushed. It smoothly slid open. She 

parted the curtains. No one was inside. Frantic, Olesya walked 

over to the room next to it. Same result.  

She opened every compartment, one by one. No baggage, no 

people, no sign of any activity. She stumbled into the last room 

where the boys slept. The bunk beds were neatly cleaned and 

folded up.  

This can’t be...can’t be... 

The singing got louder, with individual tonalities becoming 

more distinct. There were words, but not English. 
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Italian? Latin?  

Olesya gripped the rail and skipped down the narrow stairs 

that wound in a tight spiral. The first level stood as empty as 

the second one. It was not until she had looked into every room 

twice that she has noticed the stillness. 

The train has stopped. The singing has stopped as well. 

Olesya sidled through the baggage area and peered out of 

the exit door. 

Night. Middle of nowhere. A flat valley blanketed with 

snow. A black line of a distant horizon inked against the sky. 

Rare stars, a bank of wintry clouds cresting the moon, and 

gnarled crooked trees protruding from frigid ground like 

gallows. Clumps of leaves on the ground.  

Leaves? 

Olesya squinted, leaning forward. 

The door swung open. 

Cold slapped her. She drew back, her heart berserk. 

It’s playing with me. 

The wind picked up, ruffing up her skirt. And in the faint 

light she saw what it was that littered the otherwise pristinely 

argent expanse. 

“It’s not leaves. It’s women’s hair.” 

Olesya stepped out. 
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Chapter 6. Hair On The Snow 

Snow crunched under Olesya’s feet as she walked up to the 

closest pile. Long strands of blond hair, wavy and shiny, curled 

and dusted with snowflakes. Weak breeze flirted up individual 

hairs, making them look alive and pleading. The ends were 

expertly sheared, cut with something sharp.  

Olesya crouched and touched it. Silky, clean.  

How did it get here? 

She stood and walked over to the other pile. Brown, rich 

brown, and without touching it she knew what it was. 

“Oh God.” She flicked a hand to her mouth, startled by the 

sound of her voice. “This is Inga’s hair.”  

She spun around and went back to the first pile. “And this 

is Lida’s, Lida’s locks.” Her teeth began to chatter, and she 

didn’t know if it was from the cold or from the horror of her 

findings. A little way off she saw more heaps, mounds of it, 

scattered about in a manner a hairdresser would temporarily kick 

off the sheerings to sweep them after the haircut was done. 

The singing again. No, something else, some other noise. 

Olesya rubbed her arms, looking around. 
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The long polished body of the train sat in a curve on 

steels tracks, elevated slightly against the frigid earth. It 

appeared to be waiting for something, for a signal of some sort, 

to begin moving. Every window dark, no light, no life, and yet 

it was pulsing with peeved disquiet and warmth, as if underneath 

the hard exterior sat a livid calculating mind. Behind it jagged 

mountains rose into the dark, shoulder upon shoulder, white 

peaks touching the sky and disappearing in the gloomy haze. In 

front of it, where Olesya stood, tress dwarfed by years of frost 

held on with their gnarled twisted roots to the fractured plain, 

their icy trunks glittering silver. And hair, smatterings of 

hair strewn along the railway. 

The singing turned to distant howling. 

Olesya spun around, peering into darkness. Her eyes fell on 

an object that blotted out everything else from sight. Hand to 

her throat, she sprinted to it, lest it disappeared. It was 

important to get it, her gut told her, it was important. 

She kneeled and picked it up, brushing off the snow and the 

crusted crystals of old blood. 

“Nastya’s shoe.” 

The red of the patent leather was torn at the tip, where 

her toe got caught between two steel plates. The sole hung open 

in a yawn. The rest of the flat was intact, and Olesya pressed 

it to her chest, standing up. At first she thought she saw the 
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stars descend from the sky, they flickered so close to the 

ground. Then she heard the low growling. 

Wolves. 

Several shiny pairs of eyes blinked at her from the 

darkness. More stepped out from behind the trees. 

Olesya’s throat closed. She couldn’t draw a breath, let 

alone make a sound. There were no arms she had, no legs. She 

wasn’t aware of any other sensation except the deafening beating 

of her heart that made her vision jumpy. Time stretched. 

Instinct told her not to run, and she started backing off, 

taking dainty little steps in a practiced ballet motion, 

seamlessly gliding over the ground without making any noise save 

for the creaking of the snow. 

The wolves watched her, uncertain. 

Olesya dared a glance back. There was perhaps a couple 

dozen feet between her and the train, which she could cross in 

under a minute, and that’s when she heard the sound of her 

death.  

The engine cluttered to life. A shrill whistle cut through 

the night, sending vicious echoes bouncing off the mountainsides 

and spooking the wolves. It shuddered, like a predator shaking 

off slumber, lightly rocked from side to side, and with a jolt 

and a screech began slogging forward. 
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Olesya saw the flat shiny wheels rotate, the truss-rods 

flash, the chassis springs compress under the weight of the 

carriages. Golden light sprung up in every window, illuminating 

the length of the train like a long tubular Christmas tree. The 

open doorway shone out a beam of yellow, now five feet away from 

Olesya, now ten, now fifteen. 

Motion behind her, motion ahead of her. 

“Wait!” She pivoted and bolted, the red shoe in one hand, 

another frantically waving. “Please! Wait for me!” 

The train accelerated. 

The wolves yelped and, issuing a whining salvo, bounded 

after the running girl. The hunt has started. Their tongues 

lolling out, saliva dripping from their jaws, they were a few 

feet behind her when she brushed her hand on a rail of the 

passenger car and missed. Her arm dropped. Stubbornly she pumped 

her legs harder, sensing the beasts’ foul breath, their 

hesitation that would soon peel off to the excitement of the 

chase and she would be mincemeat. 

“Please!”  

The horn blew, ricocheting into the night and spooking the 

wolves. They slackened their pace, wary of the throbbing moving 

machine. With a jerk the train added speed.  

“No! Don’t leave me here!” Tears streamed down her face. 

Ragged breath wheezed in and out of her lungs, her shoes slipped 
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on the snow. She kept running, determined, swiping her hand at 

the sides of the passing cars to grab onto something, any 

protrusion or hook of handle.  

“I’ll do anything you want! Please! I’ll dance! I’ll dance 

for you!” Olesya couldn’t fathom what made her say this. It was 

the first thing that came to mind. Dance. Her life was dance. 

Without dancing she didn’t want to live. 

The train responded with an abrupt screech of breaks. It 

screamed to a juddering stop, sending the wolves scattering over 

the hill in a burst of frightened yapping. Olesya winced and 

covered her ears, her every muscle shaking from a rush of 

adrenaline and panic, her head pounding, a thin film of sweat 

covering her skin. 

She clutched a rail, her clammy hand sliding down. 

“Thank you.” 

A lifted leg, a step, another. 

“Thank you.” Moved by an overwhelming sense of gratitude, 

she collapsed on the floor and kissed it, stroking it with her 

trembling fingers, droplets of hot tears splashing on the grated 

steel that soaked up every bit of moisture and shifted under her 

hand like a skin of an eager animal, eager for more. 

“I’m sorry.” Said Olesya automatically, not understanding 

and not caring what it was she apologized for. “I’m so sorry.” 

She stroked it some more, running her single finger along the 
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groove and heard a shuddering sigh. It came from every surface. 

The train exhaled, letting out the pain. 

“Tell me,” she wiped her running nose, “tell me what I can 

do, to thank you.” 

I must be mad, flashed through her mind. 

The train lurched and swayed around the bend. Olesya 

tumbled and rolled to the exit door that promptly closed, 

keeping her inside. She bumped her head slightly and, holding 

onto the walls, scrambled up, swaying in rhythm with the motion. 

It took her a while to calm down, gather herself, and find her 

way back to her roomette, hobbling through several carriages on 

her way, the doors to each passage opening for her before she 

touched them. 

Once inside, not caring to close the door or the curtain, 

she sagged into the seat and felt the onslaught of pain prickle 

her toe, then her foot, then her whole leg. It shot up her spine 

and bloomed into a thudding headache. She moaned, holding both 

hands to her face, rocking back and forth, emotions flooding 

her. Tears fells on her cheeks. She let them fall, without 

wiping them, dropping her head on the pillow, heaving and 

sobbing. 

“Papa, papa.” The word burst through her lips, that 

childish call, the one he always answered. “Why did you leave 

me? You would’ve understood. Now look what you’ve done. Now I 
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have no one. No one.” She squeezed her eyelids tight, giving 

herself to grief. The lull of the motion made her drowsy, and 

she gradually drifted off into heavy slumber. 

 

Voices. Footfalls and voices. They appeared dimly on the 

edges of her consciousness and moved deeper under her skin, 

hooking into her and tugging her out, through the cotton of a 

dreamless sleep. Loud, urgent. Olesya groped for quiet, 

squeezing her eyes tight.  

Leave me. Leave me alone, please. 

But they wouldn’t. Persistent and annoying, they skimmed on 

the surface of her doze and ripped it to shreds.  

Olesya opened her eyes. 

It was morning. Sun streamed through the window, tracing 

slanted shadows on the floor that broke at the right angle and 

crawled up the wall, moving together with the rocky landscape 

behind the window. Relief gushed out of her. A long shuddering 

exhale. 

It was a dream. Just a bad dream, that’s all.  

She yawned, rolled around her neck, and stood up, to 

stretch her legs. Nastya’s red shoe rolled out of her lap and 

thumped to the floor. Olesya stared at it, a lump of ice sliding 

into her stomach. She closed her eyes, leaned on the wall. 

Counted until ten. Opened them. The shoe was still there, 



Anske / TUBE / 60 

mocking her with its presence, same as she remembered it when 

she picked it up from the snow. Mangled tip, leather chewed and 

torn, sole ripped off, the heel intact. 

Her purse buzzed. Olesya groped inside and pulled out a 

vibrating phone. 

“Hello?” 

“Olesya?” 

“Nastya! How are you?” 

“I’m okay.” She didn’t sound okay.  

Olesya patiently waited for more. Nastya didn’t say 

anything else, breathing into the receiver. 

“How is your toe?” 

Nastya chuckled, an uneasy burst of bitter laughter. “I 

don’t know. Go ahead and ask it.” 

Olesya slumped into the seat. “I don’t understand. What are 

you saying?” 

“They amputated it.” 

“Amputated...” Olesya’s mouth was dry, and a sinking 

sensation flooded the pit of her stomach. 

“It was crushed, Olesya, there was nothing left to save 

there. No bones.” Her voice quivered. “I say, good riddance. 

What do I need a crushed toe for?” She stopped short on the last 

word, and Olesya heard a muffled choke. “I’m better off without 

it. It’s just a toe, for goodness sake, stop moping.” 
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“I’m not moping.” Said Olesya dully. 

“Yes, you are. I know you are. So stop it. Stop it!” 

Olesya held the phone in a trembling hand, the horror of 

what she heard sinking into her bones. “But... Does this 

mean...” 

“No more dancing for me! Haha!”  

Olesya glanced around her roomette, the door firmly locked, 

the curtains shut tight, and a quiet fury unfolded in her gut, 

rising like a blinding bile.  

“Why?” She whispered. 

“What did you say?” Nastya’s voice, puzzled. “I didn’t hear 

you.” 

“When will they let you go?” 

“I don’t know. They said maybe a week, maybe more, it 

depends on how fast it will heal. How is the old bitch? Throwing 

a fit? I’d love to see her face, you know. I’d love to see it 

poisoned with disappointment.” 

“Were you training to be my backup?” Asked Olesya quietly. 

“Oh, that.” Nastya sounded distant, reserved. “I was going 

to tell you. Got swept with packing, you know, the usual, 

getting ready, and it slipped my mind.” 

“It’s okay.” Olesya sighed. “I understand.” 

“You’re the best. Okay, I gotta go for a scan. Call later.”  

Click. 
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Olesya held the phone to her ear, listening to the beeping 

signals.  

That is how Galka found her, yanking the door open and 

leaning into the compartment, holding on to the doorway with 

both hands and swaying. Muscles rippled on her toned arms, and a 

vein pulsed on her slightly thicker than average neck, running 

up clenched jaws and to her temple. Angular, everything about 

her was angular, physical, and strong.  

“There she is! We were starting to get worried.” 

Olesya swiftly kicked the shoe under the seat, pretending 

she simply shifted her legs. 

Galka regarded the phone. 

Unconscious of how hard she was gripping it, Olesya slid it 

back into her purse. 

“Who was that?” 

Olesya furrowed her brows. 

Galka motioned, impatient. “Who did you talk to?” 

“Nastya.” 

“Ah, she called you finally? They cut off her toe, the 

whole thing. I can’t believe it. That’s just terrible, terrible. 

No more ballet for her.” Galka stated matter-of-factly. “But she 

can teach. Look at Alla, she’s raking good money for this, more 

then us. I say, it was a good thing, what happened.” She stepped 
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in, shut the door, and breathed into Olesya’s face. “Say, did 

you really do it? You can tell me.” 

“I’m not sure I follow you.” Said Olesya mildly.  

“What kind of a friend would you be after that.” She shook 

her head accusingly. “Lida told me—” 

“Lida gossips.” 

The door rolled open and Denis popped in his head, causing 

Olesya to flinch and blush and cast her eyes down. 

“The old bitch is waiting. I’m not coming for you again, by 

the way. And you’re welcome.” 

He vanished as fast as he appeared. 

Olesya looked at Galka who already sprung up. “Coming?” 

She nodded and stepped out, throwing one last look around 

the compartment, and her heart fluttered.  

My train! 

The toy locomotive peeked out from behind the folding table 

slot, where the tattered magazines and the train schedule were 

stacked against the window.  

Olesya reached her hand and stopped herself. Something told 

her she needed to leave it alone for the time being. She pulled 

the curtain, shut the door, and gingerly padded after Galka, 

swaying together with the carriage, the soles of her feet 

sensing the thrumming with every step, the pulsing and the 

breathing and the electrifying charge of the beast within. And 
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it seemed to her that every touch emitted a note of music, 

faint, yet music. Piano. Or viola. Or oboe. 
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Chapter 7. Grave Tidings 

A solemn congregation occupied a couple dozen seats in the 

observation car-the entire ballet troupe was present, the bony 

figure of Alla Borisovna sticking out like a sore dessicated 

thumb. Large grime-splattered windows spanned the length of the 

carriage on both sides; two more rows of windows curved up with 

the ceiling, letting in a flood of wintry light. Steep mountains 

rose on either side of the track.  

“At last.” Snapped Alla, fastening her uncaring eyes on 

Olesya. “Are you making us wait on purpose? Diva?” 

A tableau of expectant faces turned her way, and Olesya 

flooded with shame. It made her blush and instantly become angry 

at herself for blushing and blushing even more. She dropped her 

gaze, watching her ballet flats methodically cover the distance 

to the rows of revolving chairs, swiveled around so they faced 

each other instead of the view. Feet, many feet. Closed-toe 

shoes. Canvas, leather, suede. Loafers, lace-ups, slip-ons. And 

a pair of kitten heels. Grey, that shade of insignificance that 

borders on austerity. Grey stockings. Grey skirt, cardigan with 

large plastic buttons. Sharpness above, sharpness screwed into a 

pair of knurly shoulders. 
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“What is your excuse now?” Alla’s lips pressed into a line. 

Never any lipstick, any makeup. If she could, she’d 

disappear entirely into a colorless ascetic existence, or so was 

the general opinion of her pupils. Ballet was the only matter of 

importance that occupied Alla Borisovna day and night, 

achievement of technique perfection, flawless performance, 

relentless practice that didn’t stop in the face of illness or 

injury or death in the family. Nothing was reason enough to stop 

work. She’d push her troupe to practice through any disaster 

that struck them.  

“All right, everyone.” She clapped her hands, permission 

for a short break. It was a long day, and they have practiced 

for ten hours straight. “I want you to listen to me. Listen to 

me.” She scanned their sweaty exhausted bodies, their widened 

eyes, pausing on each pair, long enough to make the dancer 

twitch, then moving on to the next one. The silence in the 

studio could be cut with a knife. “I have news.” She paused, 

waiting for the effect to take hold. 

They looked at her, trained to be tractable, docile. 

“Good news.” She allowed a strained smile.  

The chorus of heartbeats and breaths rustled through them. 

Still, no one spoke. They knew it was not time yet. 

“We are going on tour with Serenade.” A beat. 



Anske / TUBE / 67 

Olesya tensed, willing herself not to get too excited. Alla 

has teased them with this in the past, testing their patience 

and emotional endurance, as she called it. 

She timed her delivery, holding them all in suspense for a 

good few minutes, frozen, dripping sweat, afraid to move or 

talk. 

“To New York, Chicago, and Seattle.” 

An intake of air and visible relaxation. Quick glances, 

subdued smiles and disbelief in their eyes.  

“There is a reason we got invited to tour America, and it 

is not only the legacy of Bolshoi. I told you before, and I will 

repeat it again. It is on your shoulders to carry our reputation 

and to make them talk about us, shock them, astound them, wow 

them.” Her thin nostrils flares, and a hand crept to a button, 

compulsively twisting it. “I want you to throw it in their 

faces. The mastery, the finesse, the unparalleled virtuosity of 

Russian ballet. I want you to deliver the performance of your 

lives. Make it impossible to ignore you!” Her voice splintered 

on the last word, and she visibly retrained herself, taking a 

long inhale through the nose and letting it out, the fervor 

sharpening her face to something reminiscent of old beauty, 

beauty she lost after her injury.  

Lost overnight.  
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It whooshed out of her frail elegant frame and left nothing 

but a fossilized desire draped in a taut skin. None of the 

dancers ever saw her eat. She seemed to exist on coffee and 

teaching. Teaching ballet, always first in the studio before the 

practice, always last to leave. It was only because Olesya 

impressed her with iron determination to be the “waltz girl” and 

practiced way past midnight for weeks that she granted her the 

part. 

She knew they called her an old bitch. She closed her eyes 

on it. She was in love with ballet, and nothing was going to 

stop her in fulfilling her dream through others, hurting them if 

that’s what it took. 

And so she stood now, passion incarnate, glaring at Olesya. 

“You knew we had a meeting. Who do you think you are to allow 

yourself be late? I don’t remember you ever being late. What is 

going on?” 

“I’m sorry,” began Olesya, seared by the stares from all 

sides. 

It’s like standing on the gallows before they hang you. 

“You’re sorry?” repeated Alla. “And what good will it do 

me? What will I do with your sorry, turn back the time?” She 

glanced at her watch, as inconspicuous as the rest of her 

attire. “We have lost at least ten minutes waiting for you, and 

now we’re losing more time because instead of talking about 
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important business I have to chastise you like a little girl in 

hopes that you will remember this lesson and won’t let us all 

down again.” 

There were murmurs in the back. Alla flicked her eyes over, 

and they silenced. No other passengers were up this early in the 

morning, and as the observation car was next to the sleeping car 

designated to the troupe, they were the only ones present. 

“I’m—” Olesya was going to say “sorry,” and caught herself. 

I had a nightmare, she thought. No, it wasn’t a nightmare. 

It was real. She shook her head. 

“Are you going to make us wait again?” 

Olesya swallowed. “What would you like me to say, Alla 

Borisovna?” 

“Apologize. Apologize so we can move on, for Christ’s sake. 

Oh, you will give me a heart attack one day, Olesya.” She flung 

a hand to her breast.  

But I just did, thought Olesya. Or tried to. She sighed. “I 

ask you for forgiveness. Please, forgive me, Alla Borisovna.” 

“Everyone, I want you to ask everyone.”  

“Forgive me for being late.” Olesya passed her eyes over 

the dancers. 

They shifted uncomfortably, eager for the punishment to 

end. Smirking Inga, Milena with a bored look on her face, Vika 

studying her idols before delivering Olesya a bad copy of Inga’s 
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dislike. Simple Galka shaking her head, Lida with her old 

woman’s features as if she was born with a sixty-year-old head 

stuck on a baby’s neck, dreamy Larisa looking out the window. 

Denis, Pushkin, Yanchik mouthing something to each other, hardly 

paying attention. Other girls Olesya rarely spoke to, Lana, 

Karina, Nina, five more.  

And no Nastya, a gaping hole where her red hair should’ve 

been, her assured countenance with her cynic outlook on life. 

Last she glanced at Mitya. He stared, of course. He always 

stared. Olesya felt him rove his eyes from her chin to her chest 

and down to her thighs. She looked back to Alla. 

“Good. I want you to practice an extra hour to make up for 

your gaffe. Now.” She looked over them, rotating her little head 

with mechanical accuracy in an arc, first left, then right. 

“I have grave news.” 

More shuffling. 

Olesya could see in their eyes that they knew it all 

already, but Alla liked to make a show, and they let her. 

“Nastya is no longer with the company. She took her leave 

this morning. She will be unable to dance for the rest of her 

life.” Her gaze stopped on Olesya. 

Olesya felt her legs give out and clasped the back of the 

seat where Inga sat, steadying herself. 
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There was no usual intake of air. They waited patiently for 

Alla to continue. 

“That is unfortunate. We have lost a very talented dancer 

to a silly accident. I take it none of you will repeat this 

mistake. I see you’re wearing proper shoes. Good. We have a new 

problem on our hands.” She studied them from under furrowed 

brows for a moment. “We have no backup for waltz girl. I have 

decided to train Inga for it. And Galina will dance dark angel 

if it comes to this. Milena, you are doing Russian girl as 

before, with Vika as your backup.” 

They always decide everything without me, thought Olesya. 

How is it...what is that I’m doing wrong? Every time I come 

around, things have been shifted and changed, and I’m always the 

last to find out. 

Inga triumphantly sized her up and down. It was evident 

from her face that was dying to make a remark on the point of 

her victory, but held back. 

What am I doing wrong? What is wrong with me? 

None of them spoke, waiting for Alla to finish. 

“In light of these changes I would like to stress—” 

The train lurched, rapidly dropping speed.  

They gasped, holding on to their seats, attention broken. 

Heads turned, fingers pointed. Olesya squinted at the blurring 

landscape passing by the window, an uneasy premonition rippling 
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over her skin. There could be many reasons for the train to stop 

in the snowy gulch in the middle of nowhere. 

What are you doing? Thought Olesya. What? What are you 

doing? 

As if to answer her, the engine let out a squall of horns. 

Brakes screeched, and the wheels scraped the tracks, 

producing a jarring squeal of metal on metal. The train juddered 

to a violent stop. The hairs on Olesya’s neck rose. She tumbled 

onto the nearby seat and involuntarily glanced at the scenery 

that opened up behind the glass streaked with lines of grime 

where the snow had melted and left traces of droplets, a 

mottling of dust. 

I can’t believe it.  

What happened in the night seemed surreal in the light of 

day, and yet what Olesya saw brought back her terror of what was 

to come.  

I just can’t...I can’t believe it. 

The mountain curved inward, as if a chunk of it was scooped 

out by an immense spoon, leaving a semicircle of a flat land 

hemmed by a slope that ran up in etched rows. The snow was 

untouched, virgin, with not a blemish on it, not a shrub or 

tree. The rocks of the shelves jutted out in flat slabs, wide 

enough to sit on. 
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“A stage.” Olesya murmured, glued to the window. She 

cautiously surveyed the faces of the others, searching for the 

same recognition and not finding it. None of them paid attention 

to the scenery, alarmed, confused, in throes of apprehension of 

what this sudden stop meant to their travel. 

“Pardon me. May I have your attention, please?” 

In the doorway to the observation car stood one of the 

train attendants, the same jolly man who carried around the 

towels the day before.  

“I ask you to return to your rooms at this, moment, please, 

and wait for further instructions.” 

“Instructions? What instructions?” Alla bristled. 

“What happened?” Asked Mitya, edging toward Olesya. 

“Probably hit some idiot deer,” announced Inga, “I saw a 

whole herd of them grazing not too long ago.” 

“Or a road worker,” added Denis, like in Anna Karenina.”  

Olesya flinched, quickly looking up and meeting his direct 

laughing stare. Her heart hammered in her ears. His eyes 

glistened with something of an interest. 

Does he know I’m reading it? Did he read it? Did he—  

“I ask you to remain calm, please.” Said the attendant 

merrily, as if he was announcing a winner to some contest. 

“We’re not sure at this moment what has happened. I ask you—” 

The static crackled under the ceiling. 
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“Ladies and gentleman, as you can see, we have stopped. I 

apologize for this inconvenience, but it seems like there is a 

snowslide just ahead of us. Our crew is investigating it at the 

moment. They should be back within an hour. Once again, I 

apologize for the inconvenience. Rest assured, we are traveling 

a little bit ahead of schedule, and it is my hope that this 

won’t cause us a significant delay. If you would like, you can 

step out to stretch out your legs and breathe the fresh mountain 

air. I advise you to not walk away too far, as we don’t want to 

leave any of you behind. Please ask the attendants to assist 

you. Thank you for traveling with TUBE: Trans-Urban Blitz-

Express.” 

Click. 

“We can’t be late.” Alla twisted the button so viciously, 

it hung by its last thread. “We can’t be late. We absolutely 

cannot be late!” She dug into her cardigan pocket and pulled out 

her phone. “No reception. Girls, anyone have reception here?” 

The dancers checked their phones one by one, delivering 

dreadful news to Alla that Olesya already knew. She didn’t even 

bother checking hers. Nastya’s words rung in her head on repeat, 

the words she delivered while hanging upside down, banging her 

head on the door of her roomette. 

I made it! I’m the only one who made it! 
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She stared at the snowy stage. A wild guess crept into her 

mind. 

You want us to dance for you? Is that what you want? 

“Do you?” She said aloud. 

“Cold, isn’t it? Out there?” Asked Mitya. He stood 

breathing into Olesya’s back, and she spun around, facing him. 

“Want to go out? Explore? Play some snow balls?” He arched 

his brows, and Olesya closed her eyes. She couldn’t tell him no, 

not to his childish countenance. He simply didn’t know any 

better. 

She opened her eyes. Inga, Milena, and Vika whispered to 

each other something and stood and strolled to Olesya. 

“Sure.” She said to Mitya. “Let me go change.” 
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Chapter 8. The Snow Slide 

Most of the girls stayed inside, including Alla Borisovna, after 

she scaldingly instructed them to take care of themselves lest 

they slip and break a bone. Olesya ventured outside with the 

boys and Galka, who never passed a chance of physical exercise, 

be it ballet practice or sweeping the stage or buying groceries 

and hauling them back to the hotel when they were on tour. 

“Watch out!” Galka cried. 

White blur whizzed by Olesya’s ear. She ducked to dodge it. 

Delicate needles of hoarfrost sat on her boots. She brushed them 

off and scooped a handful of soft virgin powder, rolling it 

around and letting it melt into a perfect sphere in her naked 

hands. A ball grazed the side of her cheek. 

She straightened, massaging the spot. 

Mitya stood with legs planted firmly apart, that 

questioning look on his face, a trace of childish triumph. He 

pressed his mittened hands around a snowball and sent it hurling 

right at Olesya. She raised her arm and the ball smacked into 

it, hard, well aimed. 

“Please, I don’t want to.” She said, breathing fists of 

clouds into the frozen air. “You’re hurting me.” 
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“Good snow, isn’t it?” Called Mitya, oblivious to her plea, 

palming at the ground. A snowball smacked in the back of his 

head and he winced, jumping and spinning around. 

“Did you forget about us? Your faithful comrades?” called 

Denis, and sent another ball that cleared Mitya’s head, ruffling 

his hair. 

“He’s blind to us, his frozen ass consumed by lustful 

yearning,” proclaimed Pushkin, one arm outstretched, as if a 

poet onstage. Everyone called him Pushkin in mockery of his 

spontaneous poetical remarks and for his first name, Alexander. 

It fit him, his curly hair, his theatrical urges to dramatize 

and satirize and taunt. How did it start, no one could remember. 

Tall, broad-shouldered, his skin blazing red, the tips of his 

lips curved, he waited for Mitya to answer. 

 “You want to fight? Is that what you want?” The 

childishness was gone from Mitya’s voice and a shade of 

irritation at being interrupted contorted his face. 

“Guys, that’s enough. What is this, high school?” Yanchik 

probed the snow with the tip of his polished boot, leather, 

expensive. He spread his fingers and laced them, pushing in the 

fingers of the leather gloves to fit better, stretching his 

hands out and, fully aware of his opulent presence, tugged on 

his lambskin coat, shielding his face from the onslaught of 

snowballs. Denis and Pushkin, forgetting all about Mitya, 



Anske / TUBE / 78 

pummeled a new target, laughing and challenging him to get out 

of his conformity and play. 

“You should dance the swan, Yura, with this prance of 

yours—No, his neck is too thick, they will think him a duck!—

What are you saying, who is the duck? Chicken, maybe.”  

“What’s this? What for? Your immaturity astounds me. Your—” 

A ball landed square in Yura’s mouth, and that did it. “Okay. 

Fine. You asked for it.” He bent, grabbed a chunk of snow frozen 

solid and threw it at the guys.  

A group of passengers stood at the end of the carriage, 

watching the spectacle with interest. Caution evaporated, four 

ballet dancers, with grace and strength, engaged in a 

spectacular snow fight, the flaps of their coats flying, hats 

doffed to the ground, gloves and mittens wet, faces brightened, 

eyes shining, voices laughing. 

“Look at them. Grown-up idiots.” Said Galka into Olesya’s 

ear, startling her. And then, without a beat, “you should give 

him a chance. The guy is getting out his skin, trying.” 

“What?” Olesya’s eyes wandered to the head of the train, 

curved out of sight behind a hillock, as if hiding and peeking 

at them from behind it. Her skin pinked with the sense of 

presence. It was waiting for something. But what? 

Shouts startled her, sending her heart up into her throat. 

Shouts that didn’t bear good news.  
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From behind the bend ahead of the train a group of orange-

vested workers walked the track. They spoke loudly, agitated, 

waving to the engineer. Olesya rubbed her hands. The snow fight 

abandoned by an unspoken signal the dancers and passengers 

skipped along the carriages upfront, to hear the news firsthand. 

Out of the corner of her eye Olesya saw Inga lean from the door, 

whispering something no doubt to either Milena or Vika. 

Olesya didn’t wait for them to intercept her and broke into 

a sprint, limping, flinching at each step.  

“No way we’ll be able to clear it all out—six hours, maybe 

more, who knows—(muffled coughing)—they’re coming with the snow 

machines—no road here, how the hell will they make it?”  

Three men stood huddled by the engine, smoking, talking, 

shaking heads. The engineer, a short swarthy man in his fifties, 

the blue uniform cap pressed deep down on his head, gre mustache 

bristling over his lip, methodically massaged his temples. Torn 

out of his thinking reverie by the noises of the approaching 

crowd, he swiftly turned around and, assuming a professional 

expression, cupped both hands to his mouth and shouted. 

“I ask you to please return to your cars! Once again, 

please return to your cars! I will be making an announcement 

shortly! Please, I repeat! It is not safe here!” 

The mob halted hesitantly, Olesya didn’t. She passed the 

orange-vested men and scrambled up to the tracks, staring 
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directly at the train, as its ten dimmed lights, two below the 

windows, grouped close together, four set wider at the sides, 

one underneath another, pairs of two more inset into shallow 

grooves below those, perhaps fog lights. 

“Hello.” Mouthed Olesya inaudibly. 

You have a face of a helminth, she thought, enlarged. And a 

sucker mouth, with flabby hooks for teeth. Is what you are? A 

parasitic worm? Is that why you’re mad? Because you’re so 

incredibly ugly and lonely? 

The engineer, his mustache irritably pressed into his lower 

lip, marched to Olesya, to remove her from the tracks. She 

didn’t move, gazing through him and past him.  

“What are you?” She said aloud. A worm of some kind? This 

second bit didn’t leaver her lips. It sounded like an insult, 

and she thought she’d hurt it if she called it such a thing. 

“What’s your name?” 

“Miss, I kindly ask you—” 

The train flashed two of its ten lights and blew a horn. A 

long drawn-out wail cursed up and scattered broken against the 

mountainside, ricocheting around the nature-made coliseum, 

amplified ten-fold by the acoustics of the place. It startled 

the men, and they gaped at the engineer, bewildered. Far up in 

the mountains something cracked alarmingly, and they exchanged a 

frightened glance. 
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“What in the world...?” The engineer ambled back, first 

unsure, then running full pelt. “Who is up there? Get out! Out, 

I said!”  

The men followed, catching up as the engineer scaled the 

ladder with practiced moves and climbed in, only to poke his 

head back out. “There’s nobody here!” 

“I thought as much,” whispered Olesya, her eyes down, her 

body drawn to the head, the head of the machine that harbored 

life inside it. Frosted planks of wood under her feet. Coarse 

rocky rubble between them. Another couple steps, graceful 

balancing, tiptoeing.  And a couple more. And one more.  

She reached out and touched the steel. It quivered under 

her fingers, giving. “Thank you,” she whispered, and then added 

quickly, a sudden idea forming in her mind, “Is this...” she 

hesitated, “is this the stage you want me to dance on?” She 

swept her left arm at the snowy field so perfectly hemmed by the 

sloping mountain.  

The engineer called to her angrily. The workers crowded on 

the side, repeating his words. Olesya didn’t hear. Her touch, 

she thought, made music. She traced a faint line in the grime 

built up on the face of the train, and it seemed to her that she 

plucked a string of a violin that quivered and trembled and sang 

one note. 

A hand on her shoulder.  
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Olesya looked up, startled. 

“Miss, I’m sorry. I’ve been asked to escort you back to 

your compartment. If you don’t mind.” The jolly train attendant 

studied her with pity in his eyes, pity he carefully tried to 

conceal, pity that broke through his years of practice. He 

reached out his gloved hand to her. 

“Yes, of course.” Said Olesya, glancing over the train once 

more. Did it seem to her, or did the locomotive look like her 

toy for a second? Melancholy, forgotten, a memory of her 

childhood sitting on the toy tracks under her father’s drafting 

desk, looking out at her with its wondering round eyes, asking 

her to play with it? To send it racing all over the room, around 

the bends, under the eiderdown, by the tabouret, flashing its 

yellow bulb?  

Olesya shook her head, letting the attendant gently take 

her by the elbow and help her down the slope of scree dusted 

with snow and speckled with black powder of exhaust. Olesya 

sensed eyes on her.  

Larisa’s slender figure draped snugly in a crimson wool 

coat stood by the hillock, taking pictures with her phone. She 

always took pictures, of everything. Flowers. Bugs. Animals. 

Rotting leaves on the side of the road. Olesya felt closest to 

her after Nastya in the whole company, but she could never 

overcome her shyness and engage Larisa in a conversation beyond 
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their typical greetings and discussions of performance, which 

didn’t happen often as Larisa played the miniscule support role. 

There she stood now, phone in hand, and curious expression 

on her elongated heart-shaped face, her almond eyes wide. She 

waited for Olesya to enter the carriage and for the train 

attendant to vanish out of sight before she made her way over, 

sidling into the vestibule. 

“Why did you do that?” She asked softly. 

“Huh?” Olesya turned, one hand on the rail, a foot raised 

on the stair to ascend to the second level. 

“Why did you touch it?” Larisa’s eyes grew wider still. 

“Did you see something on it? Something interesting?” 

Olesya kept mum, dumbfounded.  

This was by far the longest exchange they’ve had over the 

years they’ve been dancing together, neither of them the 

talkative type, both reserved and accustomed to hiding in the 

privacy of their own heads. Larisa was the only second 

generation ballerina among the Serenade dancers. Her mother 

danced ballet in St. Petersburg since the tender age of three, 

her father was an actor, both of them toured with Larisa for as 

long as she could remember. To her ballet was art, and taking 

pictures went with it. Her technique was mediocre, but the 

elegance and the finesse of her poise was what won Alla 

Borisovna over. 
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“Was there blood on it? Did it hit someone?” Olesya’s eyes 

glistened with desire to record such rare occurrence, to 

photograph it up close, to examine it later when she was alone 

and to fantasize over how it could’ve happened and who or what 

was the victim. “I’ve seen elk. Maybe one of them was crossing 

the tracks and got hit?” 

“No, I don’t think so. There wasn’t any blood that I could 

see,” said Olesya, uncomfortably perched on the spiral stair. 

She couldn’t take her eyes off the coat. “Larisa?” 

“Yes?” She squinted, nearsighted. She refused to wear 

glasses in fear of being cut from the troupe and sometimes would 

forget to put in her contact lenses or not wear them because her 

eyes hurt.  

“I’ve never seen you wear this coat before.” Said Olesya. A 

jolt of recognition prickled her skin, a recognition of a 

pattern. 

No, that’s not it, she thought, it has no connection 

whatsoever. And yet if...what if it does... 

“What? My coat?” Larisa gazed down at herself proudly. 

“Yes. Is it new?” 

“Do you like it? I bought it right before we left.” She 

caressed the wool. “It was expensive, too, but I thought it was 

worth it. Don’t you think it’s worth it? Beautiful color. My 
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mother would’ve never approved of it, so of course I bought it.” 

She brightened, smiling. 

“Can you...maybe...” Olesya bit her tongue, appalled by the 

absurdity of what she was about to say. 

Larisa waited patiently. “Can I what?” 

Olesya shook her head. “Nothing. It’s nothing. Sorry. Don’t 

mind. It’s just that, Nastya and everything that’s happened...” 

“Oh,” Larisa’s face fell, “it’s awful, absolutely awful 

what happened to her. You must feel horrible.” And then quickly, 

impatiently, after a cautious glace around—they were 

miraculously alone. “Don’t’ you want to take a look?” Her 

timidity overcome by desire to share, she stretched out her arm 

to Olesya. “Doesn’t it look like a giant snake?” 

Olesya took the phone into shaking hands. There she stood, 

leaning on the nose of an enormous limbless creature that was 

the train, curbed, content, as if it granted Olesya the right to 

touch it while pondering her fate. Olesya heard herself suck in 

air without realizing she did so.  

“You noticed too?” She breathed. 

Larisa’s eyes shone. “Yes.” 

“When? What did you feel?” 

“My father used to have a pet snake. It lived in a heated 

aquarium. I was terrified of it.” Larisa rolled up her eyes 

dreamily. “He bought live baby mice and fed them to it, and I 
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would run out of the room screaming.” She stroked the front of 

her coat and slid the phone into one of the pockets. 

“And?” Asked Olesya, strung into a rod of tension. 

“And I thought this train, the way it’s shaped, looks 

exactly like a snake. Doesn’t it?” 

Olesya’s budding hope dropped and shattered at her feet. 

“Yes, yes, it does. Listen, can I ask you something? Did you 

sleep okay this night?” 

“Yes, why? I love sleeping on trains. We would always 

travel by train with my parents. It lulled me and I’d be out 

like a light.”  

There were footsteps in the corridor above and a muffled 

conversation.  

Larisa frowned. “Is something wrong?” 

“Can you...” Olesya danced on the edge of indecision, her 

mind telling her to withhold, her heart willing her to do 

something to prevent the inevitable. “Can you please not wear 

this coat?” She blurted. 

Larisa’s brows went up. “Why?” She stuck our her lower lip 

slightly, as if offended. 

“No reason. Just...oh, I don’t know how to explain. Please. 

Please.” 

“Having a nice chat, girls?” Inga’s voice trailed to them 

from above, and next she appeared, blocking Olesya’s way up, her 
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lips painted bright scarlet. Cold liquid horror dripped into 

Olesya’s stomach at the sight of them. 

“Red.” She said involuntarily. 

“Did you say something?” Inga’s features clouded with 

suspicion. 

“Red on blue,” said Olesya, unseeing, unhearing, thinking 

about her toy locomotive and the red stripe running along its 

bottom edge, as if it was dipped in bright red blood, as if it 

ground into something living and bore the mark for all to see. 

“Ow!” Cried Larisa, tearing her hand away from the wall.  

“What is it?” Asked Olesya, dread flipping her stomach 

upside down. 

Larisa licked her finger. “Something sharp in the wall, I 

guess. Excuse me.” And she squeezed past Olesya and Inga up and 

they heard the door to her compartment close with a rustling 

whoosh. 

“Well, what was that all about?” Demanded Inga. 

Olesya didn’t hear her, she watched her red moving mouth 

and without a word fled along the first level, heading for Alla 

Borisovna’s roomette. 
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Chapter 9. The Color Of Blood 

Olesya paused by the door, doubting her decision. What if she 

will think me insane? What if she will cut me from Serenade? 

What then? How will I live without dancing? But she had to do 

something, had to explain, to warn her, no matter the cost. 

She drew in a lungful of air, held it, then let it out in a 

slow controlled manner of one preparing for a long run. The 

crinkled indigo curtains were closed, but faint light seeped 

through the weave in the fabric, and an erect shadow sat by the 

unfolded table, merely a faint silhouette visible from the 

outside. Olesya knocked two times and waited. 

The head of the shadow inclined. 

Olesya raised her hand to knock again. The shadow stood and 

sharply yanked the curtain open. Alla Borisovna’s eyes peered at 

Olesya in surprise, then tetchy pertness, then resigned 

submission that promised to last no more than a few minutes. A 

stab of guilt poked Olesya’s gut. 

I shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t— 

Inga and Milena curved their necks around the corner at the 

same moment as Alla Borisovna slid open the door. 
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“Come in.” She invited Olesya sternly with a wave of her 

hand. Her eyes were rimmed red, moist and shifty, not the usual 

stone eyes Olesya was accustomed to. 

She frowned and cagily stepped in, closing the door behind 

her and glimpsing Inga’s inquisitive face taking in bits of the 

interior before Alla Borisovna swiftly draped the curtain over 

the window and fastened it to the strip of the Velcro. 

“Well?” She sat down primly, back straight, legs crossed at 

the ankles and tucked under the seat. Hands in her lap, 

interlaced. Hair pulled back into the usual bun that gave her 

features an extra severity.  

Olesya dropped her gaze to the carpet. 

“What did you come to tell me?” Said Alla Borisovna 

impatiently. She spoke in the tones of one convinced that the 

other party had a confession to make and therefore must have 

difficulty uttering it without prodding. And yet, and yet. There 

was no acidity, no crassness in her voice, as if something has 

cut her and she was nursing the injury, temporarily toothless. 

“Alla Borisovna,” began Olesya. 

“Sit.” She motioned her to the seat across, and Olesya 

lowered herself on the very edge, her senses alert to any 

unusual sensation. 
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Alla Borisovna studied her from under her heavy lids, a 

wrinkle of concern swelling up on her forehead. One hand crept 

to a button on her cardigan. 

“I just...” Olesya faltered. “I have this feeling...” Hot 

blood rushed up her neck and the pounding of her heart 

overpowered her thoughts. She felt her ears grow warm, her 

cheeks, her whole face and hated herself for it. 

One eyebrow crept up Alla Borisovna’s face. “You have a 

feeling. What kind of a feeling?” She demonstratively flicked up 

her wrist and glanced at her watch.  

“That we should...” Olesya studied the threads on the 

carpet, goose pimples marching up her skin where it touched the 

cushion of the seat. “We should get off this train as soon as 

possible.” 

“Oh. Do we?” Alla Borisovna’s expression changed from 

annoyed amusement to uncovered irritation. “Why, if I may ask, 

should we leave? You know how much it cost us to get here. 

Traveling by train is the cheapest option. I don’t see why we 

would do that, unless you have a valid reason for us to do so? 

Please explain.” 

“That’s it.” Said Olesya softly, tilting her head down so 

her hair framed her face in a warm embrace, hiding her 

embarrassment. “That’s the problem. I don’t have a valid 

reason.” 
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“You don’t?” Asked Alla Borisovna sharply. “Are you saying 

you came here to waste my time?” She understood that Olesya 

didn’t plan to confess to her crime of causing an injury to 

Nastya on purpose, and her face spelled it out clearly for 

Olesya to see.  

“No, no, not at all. It’s not that. Please.” Olesya ruffled 

her skirt. “I don’t have any facts I could present to you, well, 

I do, but they will sound unbelievable and outlandish, I only 

have a strong feeling, a strong conviction, if you will, that 

this train will cause us harm. It’s like a...” She glanced out 

the window at the snowy expanse, cold and impassive, “like a 

premonition. A gut feeling.” She passed her eyes around the 

roomette, searching for anything red. There wasn’t a single 

object of color among Alla Borisovna’s belongings, only grey, 

grey, and more grey. This gave Olesya comfort and she dared to 

relax and lean back on the seat. 

It doesn’t like red color, she thought. For some reason it 

doesn’t. 

Alla Borisovna twisted the button clockwise, then in the 

opposite direction. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Olesya, but what 

I’m hearing you say is that because you happen to have a bad 

feeling we all should get off this train this very moment and be 

stranded out there in the field, risking to catch pneumonia.” 
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“That’s not what I’m saying...” Olesya sighed, her 

attention wandering out of her mind and onto the glistening 

stage behind the window, already envisioning an ensemble of 

ballerinas prancing out, their pointe shoes kicking up little 

tufts of powder, their tulle skirts fluttering around like 

diaphanous petals of fog. White on white. Gradations of faintest 

tonalities of limpid blue clear as glass and sunset pink 

darkening to rose, and simmering pellucid violet, no more than 

striations of shadows, lactescent, milky. Marmoreal. Porcelain 

dolls on a porcelain stage. The music of the winter, of the 

mountains, of the nipping wind flirting up their skirts, teasing 

them to start. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please.” 

Olesya quailed, her vision crumbling.  

The engineer’s voice crackled over the intercom. “I’m sorry 

to inform you that we might be staying here for another six 

hours. A crew has been dispatched to clear off the snow from the 

tracks to get us moving, but it will take them a while to get 

onsite and complete the work. On behalf of TUBE: Trans-Urban 

Blitz-Express I apologize for the inconvenience. We’ll try to 

catch up on our lost time to get you to Seattle at the 

designated...” 

Olesya stopped listening, petrified. 

We’re staying here. Here, overnight.  
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Familiar terror wrapped her in ropes, tight, tighter. She 

wanted to speak and couldn’t, mutely looking at the director. 

“That’s just great.” Snapped Alla Borisovna, and regarded 

Olesya with an unusual curiosity. “Did you know about this? Did 

you ask the engineer beforehand? I saw you talking to him.” 

“No,” managed Olesya. “No, I didn’t.” 

“You must have. I need to make a call. Do you mind...?” She 

indicated the door, and Olesya forced herself to exit, moving 

about on numb legs. Outside, in the narrow corridor, the harpies 

waited for her, sneering gleefully. Inga snatched Olesya by the 

arm and pulled her into Lana and Karina’s room. Their beds were 

unfolded, and both girls huddled on one end of the bottom bunk, 

Vika plopped down on another. Milena and Inga pushed Olesya in 

the middle, both standing over her. Olesya hardly registered 

what was going. 

The lips.  

She stared.  

Inga’s lips are red.  

Instinctively, driven by some force that told her there was 

still a chance for her to prevent the catastrophe, she flicked 

her head around, staring down every dancer one by one. 

“What did you want with her?” demanded Inga, hand on a hip. 

“What did the old bitch tell you?” 
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“Why are you wearing lipstick?” Asked Olesya, surprising 

herself. 

Inga recoiled, both alarmed and confused and perhaps a bit 

frightened by the morbid expression on Olesya’s face. “What’s 

that any of your business?” 

Olesya passed her eyes around once more. No red. And then a 

needle lodged behind her heart. “Larisa.” She hopped off the bed 

and, forgetting about her maimed toe, stepped right on it. “Ow!” 

She cried, at the same time hitting her head on the edge of the 

upper bunk. Tears sprung in her eyes. 

“Where are you going? So soon?” Inga pushed her back onto 

the bed, and Milena gave a burst of tinkling laugh.  

“Is that your next victim? Poor Larisa? What did she do to 

you? The girl can’t dance. She needs to learn how to move her 

legs apart and get her brains fucked out of her head, maybe then 

she’ll learn how to swing her hips properly.” She reached out 

with her hand and stroked Olesya’s knee. “You, on the other 

hand, possess some devilish talent. I doubt if anyone has given 

you a good dose of pounding, but, dammit, you can move, girl.” 

And she showed a straight row of teeth, pearly, perfect.  

“It’s not that,” mumbled Olesya, cold sweat prickling her 

forehead. She glanced for help to Lana and Karina who didn’t 

utter a word since the intrusion, watching the unfolding scene 

with fear of the trio and fascination of their power. 
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“That’s enough of that, girls,” said Karina in her motherly 

manner. The goal of her life was to have a daughter, and she’d 

quit ballet in a heartbeat, she told them, if she found the 

right suitor. So far it didn’t happen, perhaps because of her 

bland forgettable face, perhaps because her dark hair lacked 

luster and grew too low on her forehead, making her look simian 

and unattractive. For whatever reason, she was still with the 

company, dancing supporting roles and nannying in her spare 

time. 

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Declared Inga. “She 

deliberately hurt Nastya, and for that—” 

“I didn’t.” Said Olesya quietly.  

“You don’t have to pretend among us.” Milena’s saccharine 

interlude matched her sweet composure, accentuated by the 

stylish bob.  

“It’s not me who did it.” Olesya insisted, blood rising to 

her head. 

“What a clever little thing you are.” Milena passed her 

hand higher up Olesya’s thigh and pinched it painfully.  

Olesya winced, studying her tormentor. “Why are you doing 

this?” She asked, Nastya’s words echoing in her head. “What did 

I do to you?” 
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“You need to do it harder, like this.” Vika leaned behind 

Milena, scooped a handful of Olesya’s skin on her side and 

squeezed.  

Tears burst from Olesya’s eyes. She set her teeth to not 

make a sound. 

Milena was about to deliver another observation, when the 

lights turned off, the humming of the electricity died and the 

roomette grew still and dim, flooded with cold light from the 

window. The girls hushed. Olesya used the moment to spring up on 

both feet and, ignoring her pain, faced Inga. 

“I need to see Larisa. Please, let me out.” 

Inga blocked the door. “What for?”  

She derived immense pleasure in teasing Olesya, her face 

locked in a mask of envy. She lacked Olesya’s frailty, 

weightlessness, lightness of motion. In her eyes Olesya glided 

on the stage without effort, fluttering on her toes like an 

ethereal being. She commanded the audience, her presence hushed 

them, filled them with awe, and yet she was unaware of it, 

clumsy when it came to talking, awkward, withdrawn and seemingly 

arrogant because of her silence and the tendency to interrupt 

people in the middle of a sentence. And her dreamy look, those 

eyes lost in nothing, how she wanted to claw them out. 
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“I just...need to. Please.” Olesya lifted her leg, 

balancing on the healthy one. There was pleading in her voice, 

and Inga stepped aside. 

“And...take off your lipstick, please. Please, don’t wear 

it while we’re on the train.” Said Olesya and sidled out. 

Amazed at this request, Inga didn’t have the presence of 

mind to hold her back. 

“Why are you letting her go?” Hissed Milena. 

The rest Olesya didn’t hear. She skipped along the 

corridor, up the stairs, past the jolly train attendant carrying 

out trays with dirty plates, and froze by Larisa’s door. She 

acquired a sharp sense of doom. It tingled her body, it bothered 

her mind. She knocked. No response. She knocked again. Nothing. 

Maybe she’s asleep. 

She tried the door and it shifted under her insistent 

fingers. 

Larisa was lying on the lower bed, still in her coat, eyes 

closed, hands clasped over her phone. For a second Olesya’s legs 

were about to give out. It looked to her like Larisa was dead, 

arms crossed on her chest, if not for the soft sound of her 

breathing. 

“Larisa,” she called out, stepping in. 

Larisa didn’t stir. 
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“You need to take off your coat.” Said Olesya hopefully, 

and with a sigh kneeled at Larisa’s chest, reaching for the top 

button. She grasped the rim and eased it out of the buttonhole 

holding her breath. When that was done, she moved on to the 

second button and undid it. It was not until she was on the last 

one that she sensed breathing on her neck.  

“Why didn’t you tell me...” Milena’s lips brushed Olesya’s 

earlobe and she startled, flopping to the floor. Larisa woke 

with a start, gazing around sleepily.  

“What? What happened? What is going on?”  

“Looks like we’re staying here in this snowy hole for a 

while,” drawled Milena without missing a beat and passing a hand 

through her locks, puffing up the bob and peering at herself 

into the narrow mirror on the wall. Olesya swallowed, trying to 

catch her breath.  

“We thought you might want to know.” Milena threw over her 

shoulder and exited, brushing Olesya with her breasts. “In case 

you have trouble sleeping, you can always visit me.” This was 

delivered in a whisper that only Olesya could hear, in passing, 

and, her hips swinging together with the liquid folds of a 

skirt, Milena disappeared into her compartment.  

Olesya stared after her openmouthed.  

“Is something wrong?” Asked Larisa. “Who unbuttoned my 

coat?” 
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“I did.” Said Olesya. “I know it might look weird to you, 

and I’m sorry. I promise I mean nothing bad by it, but I have 

this feeling that it’s not a good idea to wear anything red 

while we’re on this train.” 

Larisa focused her dreamy eyes, puzzled. “That is a very 

strange thing to say.” 

“I’m sorry. I can’t explain it. I just...please. Can you 

take it off?” 

“But I don’t have any other coat to wear, and it’s cold! I 

think we’ve lost electricity.” Larisa flicked the light switch 

several times, and the lamp stayed dead.  

“What if I give you mine?” Offered Olesya, thinking, this 

is absurd. I have no evidence that any of this is true, only a 

feeling. How much can I trust a feeling? “I’ll bring it to you.” 

She said aloud. “It’s warm, it’s filled with goose dawn.” 

“Thanks. That’s very nice of you, but I don’t need it.” 

Said Larisa, shaking her head and giving Olesya an absent look 

of one who doesn’t understand what is going on but is not 

interested in investigating it further. 

Olesya had an idea. “Well, remember how Nastya wore red 

shoes?” 

“Yes?” Larisa’s features clouded with confusion. 
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“Your coat is red too.” Muttered Olesya, losing her courage 

completely. “I’m just...never mind me. I’m...I don’t know what 

I’m saying. It’s...well...” 

Larisa was gone. She peered into her phone, flicking 

through the pictures.  

Olesya filled her cheeks with air and snuck out without 

saying another word. 



Anske / TUBE / 101 

Chapter 10. Larisa’s Fate 

The image of sleeping Larisa in her red wool coat wouldn’t leave 

Olesya’s mind. She endured dinner, doing her best to ignore 

Mitya’s insolent advances, Alla Borisovna’s lectures, Inga’s 

taunting, and, worst of all, Milena’s sudden interest in her as 

a piece of flesh to taste. 

The engineer announced that they were staying overnight as 

the cleaning crew arrived several hours late and had difficulty 

digging in the dark—they didn’t have enough power to light the 

tracks, conserving it just in case. The “just in case” part 

caused Alla Borisovna anxiety. Coupled with the inability to 

make phone calls, she made frequent visits to the head engineer, 

demanding the use of their communication channel to call 

Paramount Theatre in Seattle and warn them about their late 

arrival. They would still make it to the scheduled performance, 

albeit without any time for a rehearsal. That would leave the 

dancers cold, but it was what it was. They would have to do 

their best. 

As soon as Alla Borisovna left, Olesya snuck out of the 

dining car and locked herself in her room before anyone could 

intercept her. 
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She turned on every light—the engineer told them they were 

going to shut off electricity after 10 p.m. and asked them to 

dress warmly as it was bound to get cold. With a beating heart 

Olesya took her locomotive from behind the folding table. 

“You gave it back,” she whispered. “Thank you.” 

She sat still for a moment, listening. 

Was there a trace of a breath, of an expansion under her 

feet? She couldn’t tell if she imagined it or if it was real. 

“Thank you,” she repeated. “I...”  

She wanted to express her sadness over Nastya’s toe injury, 

her grief over losing a friend on such an important trip, her 

need for someone to hold on to, someone to listen to her, to 

share the miniscule details of everything she saw, the droplets 

of melted ice tracing lines on the window, the peculiar half-

circle shape of the snowfield so reminiscent of a ballet stage, 

the faintest changes in the air that made their own music, sang 

their stories of the wind that traveled through valleys and 

ghylls, but something else came out of her mouth. 

“Are you lonely?” she asked, and felt herself blushing.  

I’m asking myself, it’s like I’m asking myself. Why am I 

asking it questions? Why am I talking to it? 

She thought she heard a scratch. A faint brushing against 

the door, and her heart stilled. Pins prickled her skin. Terror 

flooded her chest. The face, Nastya’s face hanging upside down, 
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that’s all she could see, the beating, the thrashing against the 

glass. 

Olesya sat immobile, her pupils expanding, her irises 

thinning to barely visible lines. 

What am I doing?  

This thought bounced around her head in circles. 

What am I doing? What am I doing? 

She couldn’t come up with an answer, except the feeling of 

a strange attraction to this unknown entity that seemed to have 

a fine-tuned sensitivity to beautiful things. Things of 

beautiful color. Red, scarlet, incarnadine, crimson, carmine. 

Hundreds of shades, of intensities. Perhaps it wanted to have 

them? To touch them? The act of talking to the train gave Olesya 

a strange unexplainable comfort, as if she was talking to a 

friend who could understand her without saying anything in 

return. It understood the sentimental value of her toy, when 

even Nastya didn’t, necessitating Olesya to seek therapy or some 

kind of a treatment to get over this unhealthy clinging to her 

childhood, happy childhood memories before her father died in an 

accident. Terrible accident. He was absorbed in his work and 

didn’t notice...got caught between...got... 

Olesya shook her head. She didn’t want to think about it. 

She stroked the smooth sides of the locomotive, the edges of the 
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peeling paint, the rims of the wheels, and placed it in her 

pocket. 

“I’ll read,” she said.  

What am I doing, seeking permission? This is absurd. 

Absurd.  

She opened Anna Karenina and forced herself to concentrate, 

passing eyes over word after word, skimming lines and whole 

paragraphs without comprehending the story until she stumbled on 

a passage that made her pause. 

“...everything became confused again ...” 

Yes, everything is confused. That’s it, that’s what it is. 

Confused. 

She placed her finger on the page and traced a line under 

the next sentence. “This muzhik with the long waist began to 

gnaw at something on the wall; the old woman began to stretch 

her legs out the whole length of the carriage and filled it with 

a black cloud; then something screeched and banged terribly, as 

if someone was being torn to pieces—” 

A savage bang racked the room. The carriage jolted, lurched 

backwards. Brakes squealed shrilly. The book slipped out of 

Olesya’s hands. Thump. A dull thump. The beating of her heart.  

The motion stopped as abruptly as it started. 

What was that? What was that noise? 
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Lights flickered once and went out. Dusk seeped through the 

window in lilac streaks. Outside shallow depressions filled with 

violet shadows, making the snow look like rippling glimmering 

milk.  

Olesya swallowed, her throat swollen. She leaned an ear to 

the wall, afraid to open the curtain, afraid to check, to see 

what she didn’t want to see, and knowing all along who the next 

victim was, knowing that the train was sharing this with her, 

wanted her to see it. To appreciate what no one was able to, 

until she came along. Dreading it, dreading it. 

“The coat,” Olesya’s voice broke. “She didn’t take off the 

coat like I told her to. Why didn’t she... Oh, Larisa.” 

The stillness in the air filled her with certainty. Without 

a warning a raucous screech ran the length of the floor, 

shifted, changed direction, turned, and busted into her room. 

There was a folding noise of something metallic jackknifing 

against the tracks, and then came the scream. It started out as 

a moan and rapidly escalated to a wail of pain, a drawn out cry 

of agony that pitched higher and higher and went out like a 

light of a candle, with an imperceptible whoosh. 

“No, no, please don’t.” Olesya held her face, unable to 

make herself move. If she had any presence of her body before, 

now she sensed nothing. She didn’t know how she still stood 

upright, what muscles and bones held her in the vertical 
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position. What strength she had remaining. Her hand flew to the 

curtain, the Velcro edge. She ripped it, wincing at the measured 

tearing it produced. 

No Nastya. I should’ve guessed.  

She reached into the shallow depression on the door. Before 

she could touch it, it opened, welcoming her into the dark 

hallway, the carpet nudging her forward with gentle swellings in 

rhythm with her steps. The carriage was dark, chilled by the 

drift as the night before. Olesya halted by the staircase, 

sensing that she should go outside. The fabric of her shirt 

dampened with sweat, patches beneath her arms clammy and sticky. 

She felt her way to the first level and there saw the open front 

door yawning in a greeting. 

“She’s out there.” Said Olesya, shivering in the cold. “Is 

she out there? Do you want me to go see her?” 

The walls, the ceiling, the floor, every surface hummed in 

response, throbbing with the type of vibrations that a 

mechanical motor produces when idle, churning with slow 

revolutions at half the power. Olesya reached out and touched 

the rail. It shocked her how warm it was, pulsing. She leaned 

out, letting her hair hang in a sheet over her face. 

There was no moon, no stars. Roiling clouds allowed rays of 

silver penetrate through the rifts in the haze. The stage 
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beckoned her, asked her to step in, to test its firmness, to 

stretch her legs and do a pirouette or two. 

Olesya listened for wolves, watched for their eyes in the 

darkness. 

Nothing. 

She let go of the warm rail and lightly hopped on the snow. 

It crunched under her feet. And then she saw them. 

“Tracks. Is that...Larisa’s?” The sound her words made cut 

through the muffled silence of the winter night, and Olesya 

shuddered, hugging herself. 

On the ground, clearly visible in the dim light, a chain of 

depressions ran along the tracks, leading to the back of the 

train. They were imprinted with narrow sole patterns, a low 

heel, a tapered nose.  

“Flats. She was wearing flats.” 

Olesya cast an uneasy look around and halted on the head of 

the train. 

“Do you want me to go there? To the back? Is she there?” 

If she saw or sensed any kind of a response, it was a 

tremor of impatience that radiated from the steel, the beginning 

of vexation that soon would expand into fury. Olesya sensed it 

in her bones and as if scalded by hot water, followed the tracks 

at a trot, fitting her feet into the hollows. She got so 

absorbed in this meticulous task that she didn’t notice coming 
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upon the end of the last wagon and seeing a lump shape lying in 

the track bed.  

Every hair stood up on Olesya’s head, and she forced 

herself to climb up the scree, ignoring the rocks rolling from 

under her shoes.  

“Larisa...” 

Larisa’s body stretched across the wooden railroad ties, 

her arms crossed, her hands clasping the phone, her eyes open, 

staring upward into the sky, her lips upturned into a permanent 

smile. She looked peaceful, as if she decided to gaze at the 

stars, except for the pallid greyish quality of her skin and the 

puddle of black blood oozing from underneath her head.  

She was unquestionably dead, having been pushed over by the 

last car when it backed off and knocked her over. She must have 

hit one of the tracks or a stone that broke her skull. 

Chills crawled up Olesya’s spine. Her chest constricted and 

she dropped next to the body. 

“Larisa. Larisa! Can you hear me? Say something.” She knew 

it was futile, knew Larisa was gone. She didn’t want to believe 

it. Her hands grasped Larisa’s stiff shoulders and shook them. 

“Please, say something. Please...” 

The reality of death sunk in, and Olesya abandoned her 

efforts, sitting up. “No, this can’t be. I don’t want to...I 

don’t understand...why. Why did you have to do it. Why?” She 
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looked up at the carriage, hot tears falling on her cheeks. “Why 

her? What did she do to you? Why are you doing this?” A sudden 

flood of rage broke through, and Olesya jumped and slapped the 

metal hide. “Why? Answer me! What did she do to you?” 

Every light sprung to life. The engine coughed and whirred, 

and Olesya instantly recognized what was coming. She spun 

around, not sure for what purpose—she wasn’t strong enough to 

carry Larisa’s body, but she wasn’t going to leave it for wild 

animals to feast on for another train to run over and mangle it—

only Larisa was gone. Where she lay a moment ago now was only 

the coat. Her red wool coat.  

Olesya bent and snatched it. 

The horn blew. The train juddered, crawling a few feet 

forward and rolling to an abrupt stop. 

Having, pressing the coat to her breast, Olesya skidded 

down the slope and ran full pelt to her carriage, trying every 

door on the way. Locked, all of them. They were all locked. 

Out of breath, a sharp stitch in her stomach, Olesya 

reached her car and banged on the door.  

“Open! Let me in.” 

The door didn’t budge. Instead a window burst into pieces, 

the window of Olesya’s roomette, as if someone hurled a boulder 

through it. Shards of glass rained on her head, one of them 

slicing her cheek open. Glistening in the light, they struck the 
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snowy ground in grotesque forms. Olesya stared, unfeeling, 

ignorant of the blood dripping down her chin. Someone was in her 

room, and that someone was rummaging through her things. She 

could hear it. Someone paused, as if whatever it was looking for 

has presented itself. 

Olesya’s pointe shoes sailed out the jagged hole, landing 

at her feet. Next her tulle skirt fluttered out, billowing like 

a dandelion and softly settling on the snow. Next were her 

leotard and tights. 

Then something clicked and a powerful surge of light coming 

from Olesya’s room flooded the mountainside. It streamed in a 

fat ray like that of a stage light, illuminating a round spot in 

the middle of the plain, black shadows circling it in a wall. 

Olesya put Larisa’s the coat down and picked up her things. 

“You want me to dance?” 

Faint chorus began singing in the distance, same male 

voices Olesya heard before. They sang a capella, and she 

recognized the beginning of Serenade, the very first notes. 

“You want me to dance Serenade? Out here, in the snow?” And 

then she remembered that she promised it, she promised the train 

to dance, she promised it to do anything it wanted.  

“Larisa is alive, is she? Will she be all right?” 

The chorus grew louder, sounding eerie in the stillness of 

the night. Rare snowflakes, tiny, more like motes of dust, 
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swirled down in circles flickering white in the streaming light. 

Then people. People moved about in the rooms, their silhouettes 

black. They appeared to have been gathering on this side of the 

train to watch the performance, their faces pressed to the 

glass, hands waving.  

And then Olesya saw Larisa, her unmistakable lithe shape, 

her sloping shoulders, long neck, elongated profile. She was 

animatedly talking to someone. Mitya? 

Understanding of the beast’s cruelty took hold of Olesya. 

“You’re showing me what’s going to happen. You’re showing 

me...to scare me...to make me...” She faltered, watching the 

spectators settle down in anticipation, the type that hushes an 

auditorium just before the start of the first ballet act. 

Larisa’s distinct posture wiped the last of Olesya’s 

doubts—the way she cupped her face with both hands, the way she 

dreamily inclined her head. 

“You won’t hurt her? Won’t kill her if I dance for you? Is 

that the price?” Plumes of warm air rose from Olesya’s mouth as 

she spoke. 

In response to her question the chorus rose in intensity, 

and music started, resonating across the valley in distorted 

strips of harmony, too loud, too coarse. And in that thrum, in 

that echo, that vibrating rumble of sounds of violins and violas 
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and piano clanging on the solid crust of snow, on the icy 

outcroppings of the mountain, the stagnant cold, Olesya quailed.  

The knowledge, the knowledge she refused to accept 

blanketed her mind with a single thought. So clear. So simple. 

So terrifying. 

Her lips parted and she breathed out one word, the word she 

loved saying so much, the word that brought her so much pain, so 

much longing and torment. 

“Papa?”  
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Chapter 11. The Night Dance 

With unbending fingers, shivering in the cold, Olesya stripped 

and changed into her ballet attire, her mind gone, her eyes 

glued to the curved body of the iron beast, lying in wait like 

an enormous reptile. She thumped her toes inside the pointe 

shoes, wincing from pain, making sure they fit right, tied the 

ribbons, and with practiced dainty steps pranced to the 

illuminated circle, standing in the first position, waiting for 

the right beat. Arms curved, toes pointed out. A dusting of snow 

on her legs beginning to melt. 

“The waltz girl. I’m the waltz girl, papa. You always 

wanted to see me dance the waltz girl, remember?” Said Olesya 

into the darkness, and thought, Who am I talking to? I have no 

idea. I have no proof, nothing definite, and yet, this nagging 

feeling— 

The strings sped up, climbed, crested the tempo, building 

into a climax. On the very peak the flow of the music halted, 

creating a momentary pocket of silence, and then it scattered 

down the slope, an echoing sound dying on the fringes of the 

night.  

Olesya flung up her arms, counting. 
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One, two, three. Four. One, two, three. Four. 

The familiar thrill ran over her skin, making her forget 

the cold, the fear, the doubt. A sweep of the arm, an arc, a 

fall. Same with the other arm. A step, a lift, a graceful jump. 

A crunch of the snow under the tattered sole of the shoe. Ice 

under the snow.  

For a fraction of a second Olesya lost balance, but quickly 

recovered, swinging her arms in circles. She lost the rhythm and 

streaked over the treacherous spot to the firmer looking patch 

of snow, placing her feet in the first position again. Waiting. 

The symphony slackened into a softer pace. 

One, two, three. Four. 

Olesya kicked out a leg and broke into a strut, breaking 

the crust with her steps, mashing it into a silver powder that 

rose and settled on her ankles. A swirl, a spin. Arms out, 

strong, the perfect curve Alla Borisovna praised her for. And 

again a series of tamps, her toes sinking into whiteness, a 

flutter of the skirt, a bend, another. 

A thin film of sweat slicked Olesya’s back. Her cheeks 

flushed, hot puffs of steam escaped her mouth. Her face 

concentrated. Her form effortlessly sliced through the 

shimmering light, a pencil of a girl drawing lines and zigzags 

and ovals and dots.  
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The audience seemed to enjoy the spectacle, their faces 

pressed to the windows as before, their breath fogging up the 

glass. The train thrummed with the resonance of the orchestra, 

streaming the music from its very surface, slightly juddering to 

the sound of every beat, every stop, every accord. 

Olesya had lost herself in dance. She didn’t mind the 

unevenness and softness of the ground, the biting cold, the 

shadows of her scissoring legs crisscrossing the makeshift 

stage, black on white, stark, unnatural. She felt only music, 

and motion, and the speaking of her body. It talked. It sung 

together with the story, the story of the Serenade. There came a 

moment when Mitya should’ve appeared and paired up with her. She 

didn’t miss a step, angling away from the invisible partner, 

rebounding from him as if he lifted her and lightly set her on 

the ground, hung back, leapt and opened in the air. 

Perhaps it was this carelessness, or the fever that 

overtook Olesya, that caused her to stumble. She didn’t pay 

attention to her surroundings anymore and simply danced. Her 

outstretched toe slipped, she careened and tumbled headlong, 

sprawling on the frozen soil like a discarded flower. 

“Ow!” The sound of her cry cut the music short. 

A ringing silence assaulted her ears. The thrum of the 

engine, the murmur of the spectators, those who stood in the 

open doors, the hushed thickness of the snow.  
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Olesya sat up, examining her palms, scraped and bleeding, 

her stockings torn on the knees and blooming bright red. She 

steadied herself to standing and waded to her carriage door. The 

figures behind the glass quickly retreated and when she tried 

the handle, the door appeared to be locked. 

“Please!” She cried. “I’m bleeding. I can’t dance like 

this, I can’t...I will get sick...” She felt tears of 

frustration burn the backs of her eyelids and blinked them away, 

forcing her teeth to stop chattering. No longer in the midst of 

dancing frenzy, her sweaty body trembled in the wind so 

violently, she had to press her legs together and hug herself to 

stop it from shaking. 

“What else do you want?” She tried the door again, in vain, 

knowing that she performed about a third of the Serenade and 

dancing the rest of it in this temperature would most likely 

kill her. She hung her head and slogged back to the yellow ring 

of light. Instantly the music blared with such intensity, Olesya 

flinched. 

She spun around, tensed her legs, held out her arms, and 

picked up from where she left off, dragging her feet, staggering 

and tripping on every plié, every sauté, her knees shaking, 

muscles giving out. She capered, thrust out a leg preparing for 

a chasse and slipped on the ice beneath a thin dusting of snow. 

This time she was ready for a fall and struck out both arms to 
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meet the ground. With a cry of woe, desperate, she propped both 

elbows into a grating scratching hoarfrost and crawled on her 

fours, staggering to standing.  

The music stopped. 

“I can’t...” wailed Olesya. “I can’t anymore. Please. 

Please let her live. I beg you...anything...anything you 

want...” Sobbing, she lurched to the carriage and fell into the 

opening, unable to stop the inertia of her movement—the door 

slid open on its own, breathing warm air on her frozen face. 

Later Olesya couldn’t remember how she made it up the 

stairs, how she found her roomette and fell asleep. 

 

Pinkish orange. The sunlight through her eyelids. She 

winced and peeled one eye open, squinting. The brightness of the 

morning was amplified by the glistening whiteness of the snow. 

With a start, her heart beating in a mad tempo, she looked out 

the window. The place where she danced in the night got covered 

with fresh snow, no sign of her steps, her tracks, nothing. 

Her hand slipped from the glass, landed on her skirt and 

she gasped, staring over herself. Someone has helped her out of 

the tarnished ballet outfit and dressed her back in her clothes, 

the way she was dressed when leaving the dining car.  

“Was that just a dream...did I just...” She turned over her 

hands and stopped breathing. The skin on the heels of her palms 
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got scraped off, replaced by tender reddish scabs. She felt her 

knees under the pantyhose. Same. 

Her eyes fell on the toy locomotive in her lap, its 

unmoving eyes fixed on her as if in reproach. 

The lights buzzed, flickered, and turned on. The intercom 

crackled, and burst forth with the tired voice of the head 

engineer. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’m happy to inform you that in the 

next hour we should be on our way to Seattle. The crew has been 

working on clearing the tracks since early morning, and they are 

reporting good progress. Once again, on behalf of TUBE: Trans-

Urban Blitz-Express I apologize for the delay. Thank you for 

traveling with us. If you’d like to use this opportunity to take 

pictures or to stretch out your legs, you may step outside, but 

please don’t go too far. We don’t want to be leaving without 

you. Thank you.” 

Click. 

“Pictures.” Dread pinned Olesya to the seat. “Larisa.” The 

vivid image of her still body in the train tracks beat on 

Olesya’s mind. She sprung from the seat, frantically looking 

around for the red coat. It wasn’t there. 

“What did I do with it?” 

A faint memory of holding it was all that Olesya had.  
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“I picked it up and then what?” She ripped the curtain 

open, pushed the door into the slot and skidded along the 

corridor and out the carriage, staring around. A little way off, 

grouped by the tracks, stood the entire troupe. Alla Borisovna 

held a camera in one hand and ushered the dancers to stand 

closer with another. 

Olesya halted, uncertain. 

Mitya saw her first and, waving his mittened hand, called 

to her. “Olesya! Come join us.” 

“There she is.” Said Alla Borisovna, her face instantly 

transforming into a web of unhappy wrinkles. “Always late, 

always the last one. What are you standing there for? Get in.” 

Olesya searched for Larisa and didn’t see her, neither her 

dreamy face nor her red coat. 

“Where is Larisa?” She run up to them, peering through 

bodies, ignorant of Inga’s scalding remark on her ragged 

appearance and Denis’s sarcastic replies.  

“Where is Larisa?” Olesya repeated, her stomach shrinking. 

“Larisa?” She walked around them with quick steps of a dancer. 

Alla Borisovna shouted at her to join them for a troupe picture, 

Mitya called her to stand next to him, Yanchik voiced his 

concern over the delirious state of one of their soloists, and 

so on. Words reached Olesya. She didn’t hear them, didn’t 
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discern their meaning. Her eyes fell on a chain of imprints in 

the snow, identical to the ones she saw in the night. 

“Larisa!” She called, falling into step, placing her feet 

carefully into the Larisa’s tracks, then abandoning her caution 

and blundering through, sinking into the snow, pulling out her 

legs, blood roaring in her ears. 

“Larisa! Get down! Get down from there! NOW!!!” her voice 

broke on the last word. Her foot caught on something and she 

fell, fresh snow bunging up her eyes, getting into her nose. 

Behind her she heard Alla Borisovna calling her name, and 

then the rumble of the engine. It purred like an eager predator 

about to make its lethal move. A whistle cut over all the other 

noises.  

Olesya swayed and reached the rear end of the last 

carriage. Her throat dry, she tried screaming Larisa’s name and 

couldn’t, croaking like a dying bird. 

Larisa stood with her back to the train, tiny headphones 

stuck in her ears, her head weaving to and fro in tune with the 

music she was listening to, most likely classical, her phone 

grasped firmly in her hands, aimed at the peak of the mountain. 

She wore that same red coat, a vibrant poppy that had the 

temerity to bloom in the midst of the barren frigid landscape, 

next to a merciless machine, a hunk of steel, indifferent, 

heavy, deadly. 
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“Larisa! Get off! Get—” Olesya’s voice broke. 

The train suddenly jolted and lurched back.  

Larisa was just turning to detect the source of the cry, 

one hand cradling her phone, another reaching for her 

headphones, her long neck stretched, a dreamy smile playing on 

her lips, her eyes on Olesya, widening in recognition, 

wondering, when the carriage struck her. The phone flew out of 

her hands. She flung up her hands, an expression of mild 

surprise spreading over her features, disbelieving, confused, 

and then she toppled like a cut blossom, revolving once in the 

air and landing with the back of her head on a sharp end of a 

boulder sticking out of the rocky rubble between the tracks. 

The train shuddered to a stop and trundled forward a few 

feet, coming to a halt with a screech of the brakes. 

“NO!!!” In seconds Olesya was kneeling next to the dead 

dancer, gazing into her serene eyes, her peaceful face, her arms 

crossed over her chest, one fallen over another, as if she 

simply lied down for a quick nap. Ragged breaths ripped Olesya’s 

chest, her eyes welled up and spilled over. 

“What did I do...what did I...it’s my fault, oh, what did I 

do...why didn’t I dance it all the way...” She buried her face 

in the crook of her arm and let go. Her shoulders convulsed 

silently. 
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Mitya was first to reach them. Without a word he laid his 

head to Larisa’s chest, listening, then peered in her eyes, and 

then, noticing the sticky puddle of blood quickly spreading over 

the wood and pooling around her hair, muttered. “Oh God. Oh God, 

no. Oh God...Olesya...” he stared at her numbly. 

“What is going on here?” The shrill tone of Alla Borisovna 

quickly changed to a horrified intake of air. “Larisa! My God! 

What is this? What happened to her?” She scaled the bank, a hand 

on her mouth. 

“What—can you see what happened?—something’s wrong with 

Larisa—she fell, she’s not moving!—can you please move aside? I 

can’t see anything behind your head, Yanchik—this is not a time 

to quarrel—what in the world—she’s dead...” The last words were 

Mitya’s. He rose solemnly and passed his eyes over the dancers, 

stopping on the face of Alla Borisovna that has acquired a 

bluish pallor, her mouth slack, gaping. “She fell on a rock and 

split her skull. I think the train must have hit her.” He wiped 

his nose with a mitten, and gave Olesya his hand, helping her 

up. 

She wept without making a tiniest bit of noise, water 

spilling over the rims of her eyes in streaming down her cheeks. 

She saw the dancers, the running train attendants, the engineer 

behind them, the company director, the dancers again, and then 

Inga’s face.  
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It was contorted with horror, her tanned skin grey, her 

brown eyes round, staring at Larisa’s body. 

“Red.” Said Olesya. 

No one heard her.  

The jolly train attendant climbed up the scree and elbowed 

his way through. The initial shock has passed and everyone 

talked at once, but all Olesya saw was Inga’s moving mouth. 

“Red.” She repeated. “Red lipstick. Please, take it off. 

Please.” 
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Chapter 12. The Somber Council 

The dancers sat in the observation car, lost in gloomy thoughts. 

Larisa’s body was deposited into one of the bigger bedrooms on 

the bottom of the sleeper carriage where the cold from the 

ground promised to preserve it until they got to Seattle. The 

girls who occupied it before were quickly appointed to 

compartments with extra beds. Masha migrated to Olesya’s 

roomette, Sveta joined Alla Borisovna, and Katya, scapegoat 

number two after Olesya, was talked into taking Larisa’s bed and 

sharing the room with Galka. They had one more night to spend on 

the train, if there were no more delays. 

One more night. 

“What are you, superstitious?” Galka reprimanded Katya, 

slapping the table with the heel of her palm. “What? You think 

she’ll haunt you in the night? It’s all drivel, doggish drivel, 

nothing else.” She snorted derisively at Katya, a short freckled 

thing with cheeks too plump for her fair complexion, a studious 

expression on her face under knitted brows. She was one of those 

girls who studied hard in school, brought home good grades, got 

praised by both teachers and parents and was hated by students 

for her unwavering determination and academic perfection. 
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The train sped on its way, snow land flashing by the 

windows. Larisa wrenched her eyes away from the blurry landscape 

and let them rest on Katya. They sat at the same table, elbows 

touching. Earlier Galka pulled Olesya out of her hideout, 

explaining that it was healthier to be among friends and not 

alone after a tragedy like this one. 

Katya peered at Galka intently, reading in her features the 

fear concealed behind the curtain of brazen indifference, as if 

it wasn’t a person that had died but some animal not worth 

crying over. 

“How can you be so callous?” Said Katya quietly and a 

little raspy. She had the voice of a radio announcer if not for 

her shyness that diluted it. “Have a little empathy, Galina.” 

“I’m sure it was an accident.” Interjected Yanchik from the 

table across. “Accidents happen, you know.” Vika sat in his lap, 

possessively stroking his hair. “You’re my smart one.” 

Yanchik lit up. 

“She was always lost in her head,” observed Denis. “As if 

it was beneath her to descend to the earth, to us, simple serfs. 

If she didn’t constantly listen to her music—” 

“What’s wrong with that?” Flared up Olesya suddenly. 

“What’s wrong with being in your head?” And she immediately 

blushed to the roots of her hair, the skin on her face flaming 

bright pink.  
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Inga smirked. “Oh, look. Our precious waltz girl is angry.” 

Denis turned his almond eyes at Olesya and she dropped her 

gaze, unable to meet him midway, upset at her shyness and 

hopeless infatuation that didn’t adhere to any kind of logic 

except that every time she glimpsed him or heard his voice, a 

part of her detached and floated, demanding she see him, listen 

to him, stay near him. She cried for hours afterwards, quietly, 

licking salty tears off her lips, wishing to forget, to cut him 

out of her tenderness that lived somewhere deep in her gut, that 

place that fluttered and hurt when he was close. Arrogant, self-

absorbed, having an affair with Inga, Denis was simply the wrong 

choice of man to fall for, and yet Olesya couldn’t help it. 

“Only that you might end up dead,” stated Denis calmly, 

answering Olesya’s question. “Nothing wrong with that.” A corner 

of his lips went slightly up. “We all will end up on a box, one 

way or another.” 

“The difference being the build of the box, the type of the 

wood, silk or simple cotton lining. Only you won’t care about 

that, obviously, because you’ll be dead as a nail.” Said Makar, 

a squat thick-necked dancer with a square head and moist sleazy 

eyes squinting behind gold-rimmed glasses. He rarely 

participated in troupe gatherings, preferring to spend his time 

flirting with girls. Currently his target was Milena, and since 

she didn’t pay him any heed, he made sure to surface anywhere 
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she was present. He offered her rides in his new car, lavish 

dinners, hard to get theater tickets. Nothing worked. Milena 

knew her stakes and bet higher, intending to squeeze out of him 

as much cash as she could, asking for jewelry as his proof of 

undying love. The company rumor was, he had a small dick and 

compensated by sleeping with as many women as possible, adding 

them to his “roster” and flaunting the number in the faces of 

the boys. 

“It’s for us, this show, for the living.” Added Yanchik, 

gazing lovingly up at Vika who passed her fingers through his 

hair, her ears pink from pleasure.  

Katya made a face. “You can’t measure your love to someone 

by how expensive their funeral is.” 

“Sure you can.” Objected Milena, twirling a lock of the 

hair, a blunt challenge dancing in her eyes poised at the 

balding head of Makar. He had a thinning spot on the back of his 

head and a receding line which he tried to cover up by brushing 

individual hairs over it. It looked comical and desperate. “I 

bet Makar will order his casket to be solid gold. Won’t you, 

Makar?” 

“Will you share it with me, gorgeous?” 

“Oh God, Makar. What are you saying? That’s morbid.” Milena 

wrinkled her nose in disgust, a shadow passing her face.  
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That same shadow clouded all of them, seeping through the 

consciously oblique conversation that concealed their horror at 

what had happened to Larisa and what it would mean for the 

ballet company. As soon as the train attendants removed Larisa’s 

body and covered the blood with a mix of dirt and snow, Alla 

Borisovna hid in her room, refusing to talk to anyone. 

Unwilling to admit to their fear of spending time alone, 

most of the dancers involuntarily gathered in the observation 

car to pass the time with their usual banter, counting on it to 

distract them from the sense of doom that charged the air and 

made their skin crawl, despite the train moving again. 

Olesya felt it worst than any of them, attuned to the 

slightest changes in the rumble of the wheels, the temperature 

of the walls, the tremor of the motor. 

They’re all fake, artificial, she thought, passing her eyes 

over the faces. How can they pretend to be okay when they’re 

mortified? I can see it. I can hear it in their words. Their 

poses, their movements. She shook her head and made to stand. 

“What’s that? What happened to you?” Katya touched her arm. 

Olesya quickly hid both hands in the folds of her skirt. 

“Nothing. It’s nothing.” 

“Yes, I have noticed. You don’t look very well.” Added 

Galka and snatched Olesya’s hand, turning it over. “Girl, what’s 

this? Did you practice dancing upside down or something?” 
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There was an uneasy ripple of laughter. 

Olesya tore her hand out of Galka’s hold, but it was too 

late. Eyes riveted at her interestedly and with a hint of 

apprehension. Inga straightened her back. “The little birdie has 

been out on an adventure. Haven’t you?” She intended it to sound 

mocking. Instead her voice shook, her red lips slightly 

trembling. 

Olesya couldn’t look away from Inga’s mouth. 

“Why won’t you leave her alone?” Asked Katya, a sharp line 

creasing between her brows. “How insensitive you are.” She 

turned to flustered Olesya. “Don’t listen to them. If I were to 

listen to everyone, I’d never go to ballet school. My mom told 

me I was too plump and too short to try it out. I didn’t listen 

to her, and here I am.” 

“Thank you,” said Olesya gratefully. “But I’m fine. You 

don’t have to do this.” 

“So what happened to you? Did you fall?” Asked Katya, 

unable to conceal her curiosity. 

Olesya felt all cold and empty, trying to come up with a 

convincing lie. 

Swaying to the rocking of the train, Mitya appeared in the 

doorway. He marched straight to Olesya, a pained look on his 

questioning face. “Are you all right? Were you okay without me?” 

“Yes,” said Olesya, startled. “I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
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“I’m sorry I didn’t’ come earlier, I was talking to the 

engineer.” 

The dancers watched this exchange with amusement. It simply 

didn’t enter Mitya’s head that Olesya could reject him, and it 

irritated her, like a dog would, a dog constantly jumping on you 

and asking for attention. Yet right this moment she was grateful 

for his interruption, grateful for at least someone voicing 

aloud how she felt when she herself couldn’t have formulated it 

any better. 

“Mitya...” she began. 

He glanced over the room. “The engineer said the brakes 

gave out and he stopped the train before it rolled back any 

more, but evidently it was too late.” 

Long, shuddered intakes of air.  

“That’s American railway system for you.” Commented Makar. 

“How could that happen? Did they just fail on their own? 

And if they did fail, how in the world was he able to stop it 

then?” Asked Katya. 

“I don’t know. I wish you knew. You can go ask him, if you 

want.” Mitya recognized Olesya’s embarrassment that had nothing 

to do with his presence and traced her gaze, reaching out. “May 

I?” 
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Olesya flinched at first, then gave him her hand, wanting 

someone to witness her pain, someone to listen and to hear and 

to understand.  

“My god, you guys. Get a room.” Snapped Inga, flicking her 

stare at Denis who rarely professed any kind of a public 

affection toward her, though everyone knew they were sleeping 

together. 

“What’s wrong with this one? It’s big enough!” Said Mitya 

gleefully, and Olesya sighed. “Why did you have to say that? Why 

do you always say stupid things?”  

Mitya shrugged with an obedient grin. “I don’t know.” 

“You don’t know.” Repeated Olesya. “What do you know?” 

“Get out of here. I can’t watch it anymore.” Inga dismissed 

them with a wave of her hand, shifting closer to Milena and 

whispering something in her ear. Milena gave a little laugh and 

listened attentively, her eyes on Olesya. 

For a brief moment Olesya forgot her premonitions, her 

terrible nightmares that seemed to have been unfolding in some 

kind of a horrific reality, and felt normal, peaceful almost. 

She was on an exciting train ride across America, the dream of 

her life about to be fulfilled. She was going to dance the waltz 

girl in the Serenade in front of a huge audience. The measly 

squabbles of the dancers were part of this, the gossip, the 

intrigues, the politics of advancing their careers. It gave her 
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a sense of a predictable future. They would arrive in Seattle, 

check into a hotel, take a taxi to the theater for a quick 

rehearsal before the performance. She’d wear her new consume, 

the one with— 

The train issued a volley of horns, long and somber, one 

blending into another, and Olesya glanced out the window with 

trepidation. They were passing a stony gulch between two sheer 

bluffs, a craquelure of old ice glazing the many outcrops and 

shelves in hoary varnish. 

A murmur arose in the car. 

Inga gripped the edge of the table. “What now? Engine 

failure? I’m really starting to get sick of this.” 

“Don’t say that.” Said Katya quickly. “It’s a bad omen to 

say things like that. It might come true.” 

Inga shot her a look. 

Galka shook her head. “My God, Katya. Are you afraid of 

black cats crossing your road too? I can’t believe it.” 

“I’ll go find out what’s wrong. Want me to?” Mitya asked 

them, but he really was asking Olesya. 

“Can you?” She stared at him and past him, a new idea 

hatching in her mind.  

Mitya was gone in a flash, and Olesya glanced one more time 

at Inga, who interpreted it wrong, scowling.  
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Olesya contemplated. Should I tell her? But then...she 

won’t listen. And why should she? I have no grounds, no proof of 

anything. I know. I know what to do. I need to call mama. 

Resolutely, Olesya spun around and strolled to her 

roomette, only to realize that Masha was inside, animatedly 

talking on the phone. Olesya needed a quiet corner, and after 

much trepidation and doubt, headed for the former boys’ room 

where Larisa’s body lay. It was the only place where she 

wouldn’t be overheard by anyone. 

Except the train. 

By the time she forced herself to cross the passage between 

the carriages, watching her footing and the moving floor plates, 

and stood hesitantly by the door, drenched in cold sweat, the 

train has stopped completely, a precipitous crag on one side, an 

endless drop into a foggy valley on another. 
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Chapter 13. The Phone Call 

Larisa’s body lay covered with a TUBE signature indigo blanket 

from head to toe so that it was just possible to tell where her 

face was and where her feet rested. A corner of her red coat 

showed underneath the blue. Olesya soundlessly closed the door 

and pulled the curtain shut, breathing heavily and loudly 

through her mouth. There was a faint whiff of coagulated blood 

and something else, something sweet. The origin of this scent 

was not what Olesya wanted to think about. 

She lowered herself on the edge of the empty bunk bed, 

filled her cheeks with air and slowly passed it out through her 

teeth. A sickening nervousness has settled in. She couldn’t take 

her eyes away from the hem of Larisa’s coat, the shiny satin 

lining slightly bulging over the seam. Poppy red. Iridescent.  

The fleecy softness of the wool, the individual yarn fibers 

brushed in one direction like hairs on a pelt of an animal. It 

took her a few seconds to wrestle her gaze away and stare down 

at the screen of her phone. It took her another minute to force 

herself to dial her mother’s number.  

The reception was excellent. The capricious voice of her 

mother spoke brightly and loudly. “Hello?” 
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Olesya moved the phone away from her ear. “Mama?” 

“Olesya! Olesya, is that you? Where are you?” 

“I’m in...I’m on my way to Seattle.” 

“Are you calling international?” 

“Yes.” 

“You can’t do that, Olesya. What are you wasting your money 

for? It’s ridiculously expensive.” 

“Don’t worry, mama, it’s okay. It’s not important.” 

“Well, if that’s what you want, to spend your money on a 

phone call, I suppose, it’s all the same to me.” A pause, and 

then she added in a softer, controlled tone. “It’s good to hear 

you. How is America?” 

Olesya was struck by this general question. Her mother 

always managed to stump her with exemplary small talk that meant 

nothing to either of them, and they both knew it. “I don’t 

know.” She shrugged. 

“Wait a minute. Wait a minute. What are you saying? How is 

this possible? I’m not sure I understand.”  

Olesya gripped the phone harder.  

“You’re there, aren’t you? What do you mean, you don’t 

know? Surely you have formed some kind of an intelligent 

opinion? Surely you have—” 

“Mama, please, listen to me. I haven’t seen anything to 

form an opinion yet.” Said Olesya in measured words. 
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“Well, go see it then.” Her tone was exasperated. “Olesya, 

my dear, you caught me at a bad time. I have a meeting with a 

client in a few minutes, so if you don’t mind, let’s keep this 

short, okay? Call me when you arrive.” Her voice eased a bit, 

with an effort to appear civil. 

“I don’t know when we’ll arrive, mama, we’re still on the 

train, and the connection is very spotty. I’m sure when I’ll be 

able to—” 

“All right, enough of this. You’re dancing around 

something, I can tell. What happened?” 

“Nothing.” Lied Olesya. “Nothing happened. Why do you 

always assume that something happened when I call you?” 

“Because you only call me when things go wrong. Remember 

the last time?” 

Olesya recalled her tiny one-room apartment at the 

outskirts of Moscow being burglarized. “Oh. No, no. It’s nothing 

like that. Mama, please, I need to ask you something 

important...something about papa.” 

“Papa?” she repeated. “Your papa? What’s this now? You know 

I don’t like talking about him, Olesya, why do you have to bring 

this up at the most inconvenient time?” 

“Please. It’s very important to me.” 

“What could be so important that it can’t wait until I’m 

done with work?” 
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“You know how papa always disliked red things?” Began 

Olesya. “Well, I was wondering...was there a particular reason 

behind it? It never occurred to me to ask him. Do you know why 

he hated red so much?” 

A breathing silence in the receiver.  

The train had ground to a halt with a mild jolt, as if 

listening in. Olesya hugged herself with one arm to keep still 

and not jump up and run out of the room, staring at the coat 

corner, staring at Larisa’s profile traced by the fabric, 

dreading movement, movement of air, of breathing out of her dead 

mouth.  

“Why are you asking this?” Her mother’s voice was coarse, 

sounding not like herself, as if in the matter of seconds it has 

aged beyond recognition. 

Olesya wetted her dry lips. “No specific reason. I was just 

curious, that’s all.” She listened for an answer. 

The silence changed from breathing to dead. 

“Mama? Hello?” Olesya took the phone away and looked at the 

bars. There were none, instead two words spelled out in capital 

letters.  

NO SERVICE. 

Olesya stared at it for a long time, sitting immobile. The 

screen has gone dark, and she still couldn’t take her eyes away. 
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I touched on something, she thought. I touched on something 

I was not supposed to touch, not supposed to know. What could it 

possibly be? What could make someone so sensitive to a color? A 

shock? A tragedy of some kind? A painful memory? 

She thought back to her father, to his wardrobe consisting 

solely of blue shirts, light periwinkle, dusty navy, aquamarine. 

Her mother said blue suited his eyes. They shirts had stripes, 

checks, tiny diamonds in a running pattern, but never any red. 

Not a trace. 

Blue, the color of TUBE trains. 

In her mind, in her memory, Olesya entered her parents’ 

bedroom and opened the wardrobe, creaky plywood panels swung 

easily on well-oiled hinges. Two sections parted equally in 

half. On the left, shelves and drawers smelled of lacquered 

wood, of naphthalene against the moths and of her mother’s 

perfume. On the right a shelf for headwear and under it a rod 

crammed with hangers, one half her mother’s dresses and coats, 

another her fathers. No shade of red. Not a blouse, not a scarf—

her mother was fond of scarves, silk neckerchiefs dashingly tied 

around her neck for an accent.  

Olesya tiptoed out of the room, past the extra refrigerator 

with a wide aluminum handle and rounded edges, and padded to her 

room, gazing at the ornamented linoleum that lined the small 

entry hallway. She pushed open the door to the familiar rug on 
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the parquet floor, the woven throw on her bed, the picture 

frames on the wall, the writing desk and chair upholstered in 

herringbone grey. 

No red. 

Olesya beetled her brows. It’s been years since she saw the 

apartment where she grew up, long sold and remodeled by new 

owners. The prevailing décor was that of steely slate and brown. 

It never crossed her mind to question the absence of such 

prominent color. Whenever her father stumbled on it on the homes 

of their friends, he’d always shake his head and declare it “the 

rotting remnants of communism that ought to be eradicated.”  

A delicate plop made Olesya look down at her phone. Her 

pale face reflected in the dark glass. A fat drop of cardinal 

liquid sat in the middle, jiggling, too thick to splay further. 

Olesya blinked, cold spreading all over her. Another drop joined 

the first one, splashing next to it in a glistening globule with 

a deep wine-rich heart. Olesya felt something detach in her and 

leave her numb, too tense to move, too horrified to look up. One 

more droplet, warm and sticky, plunked on the crown of her head. 

It trickled to the back of her neck in a thin wet line, and 

Olesya gasped involuntarily, slowly rising her eyes to the 

ceiling. 

There, in the whitish plastic dirtied by the grime of 

years, ran a thin crack. It could be a crack in the skin of 
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someone living, a crack you’d see on a hand of someone suffering 

from chronic eczema, only it wasn’t skin. It was a ceiling, and 

it oozed blood that seeped out, hung on the edges and, when 

overflown and dragged down by gravity, dropped on Olesya’s 

phone, her head, and now on her upturned face, on the her half-

open lower lip, so that when she convulsively wiped it off, she 

tasted it.  

Salty, salty like human blood would taste. 

Olesya’s mind no longer belonged to any kind of reasoning. 

Sharp panic tossed her up from the bed and to the door. Thin 

rivulets of fluid made their way there already, squirting from 

the gap between the door and the wall. Gagging from revulsion, 

she slipped her fingers into the wet orifice that served at the 

handle and tugged. The door was locked. Fingers slipping, she 

drove the phone into her pocket and grappled for the hook that 

held on to the peg as if she locked the door behind her. She 

couldn’t remember if she did, and it didn’t matter. She couldn’t 

lift it—it was stuck as if glued.  

The curtains on the windows sagged, absorbing the moisture 

that leaked out of the broadening fissures in the ceiling and 

spilled over the sills, swerving rivulets reaching the mazarine 

carpet and soaking into moist purplish spots. Within moments a 

thin film of blood covered every wall, slithering, gliding in 
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sheets with wavy billowing edges that at points sloped over into 

vertical streaks of glistening gore.  

Olesya gulped for air, suffocating, her fingers stained, 

whites of her eyes showing like that of a cow to be slaughtered, 

rotating, her voice making a hideous lowing noise, half-moan, 

half-cry. It never once occurred to her to pound on the door or 

scream for help.  

The blood crawled to her feet. She stood on the untouched 

island of clean carpet in the middle, around her the synthetic 

fabric discharging a tide that soon would rise above the surface 

of the floor. Olesya flicked her eyes to Larisa’s body. The 

blanket prolapsed under the weight of the moisture, molding to 

her shape. The dark ovals for where her closed eyes were. The 

hollow depression for where lay her open mouth. 

The lining of the room groaned under pressure and 

splintered as if squeezed by an external force. The single lamp 

that lighted the room went out, shards of broken plastic raining 

down on Olesya together with the gush of warm wetness that 

dripped down her face. She sensed it rise and spill over her 

ballet flats, creep up her ankles, higher. Higher. 

 An earth-shattering tremor went through the carriage, and 

an almost audible sigh of frustration, as if peeved at the lack 

of Olesya’s reaction. The walls undulated, slick and concave, 

the ceiling bulged, the floor fell out from under her, and she 
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tumbled onto what could be a membrane of a vein, slippery, 

sinewy. Another squeeze, and the door bent, the glass cracking 

to shards, the metal crumbling. 

And that was when Olesya screamed. 

She stood on her fours in a tunnel that resembled a sewage 

pipe, only instead of waste it was filled with what smelled and 

looked and tasted like blood, coursing from the rear to the 

front, its current so strong, it swept her into a headlong 

tumble, so that her scream drowned in bubbles that rose to the 

surface of the tide. She sunk into warm darkness, no thoughts in 

her head except one. 

Death. This is death. 

The possibility of death has never acutely manifested 

itself in her, not even when she had witnessed Larisa perish 

from a simple fall.  

The impossibility of what was happening around her made her 

act slowly, denial pushing out the will to survive, but when her 

lungs cried out for breath, all of it was replaced with 

instinct. 

Olesya kicked and surfaced, gasping for air, spitting the 

nauseating liquid out of her mouth and yelling crazed gibberish 

composed of words that made no sense. 
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“You’re not! No! You can’t be...I won’t...someone! Why red? 

Why? Please!” She didn’t want to know whom she was pleading to, 

and she knew, unable to utter the word. 

“Please!” She rose out of the flow, arms outstretched for 

balance, windmilling. Her feet slipped and she tumbled again, 

closing her eyes and mouth before dipping into the sickly 

warmth. Fighting to stay afloat, Olesya kicked at the smooth 

pulsing walls, and a memory burst in front of her eyelids like 

fireworks. 

Her father took her to a new attraction park that opened 

close to their neighborhood. They came into the park and walked 

the long alley skirted by tall flowering poplars. Olesya 

glimpsed the rides of the funfair in the rift between the trees, 

tore her hand out of her father’s hold, and bolted, sprinting to 

the open plaza. He found her clinging to the painted iron fence 

beyond which a toy train took little children around a circle 

track. Smiling faces peered from the windows, licking lollipops 

and shrieking in delight. Olesya, seven at the time, turned and 

looked pleadingly. 

“A train ride, papa! I want to go on a train ride! I want 

to...” She trailed off, seeing the kind joyful expression she 

was used to seeing on her father’s face cloud with something 

new, something she couldn’t discern. Perplexity, first, then 

anguish, riven and sudden, and then on overwhelming hopeless 
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rage that he carefully concealed behind a smile but that didn’t 

escape Olesya’s inquisitive eyes. A little girl, a child, she 

concluded she did something wrong and searched within her for 

the source of his dissatisfaction, shame momentarily flooding 

her. 

“Please, papa?” She repeated, blushing. “Just once?” 

“Well, what’s so special about a train ride? You only want 

to ride it because it’s the first fun ride you’ve seen. Let’s go 

look at some other ones. How about a carousel? Right there, 

see?” He pointed to a merry-go-around with colorful painted 

plastic horses carrying toddlers. 

Olesya misinterpreted his concern, thinking she wasn’t big 

enough in her father’s eyes to ride the train, which confused 

her as it was full of young children like herself and even 

younger. She pouted her lips and, holding back tears, silently 

sidled along the fence, picking up speed as she neared the gate 

where a fat matron in a uniform checked tickets. 

“Olesya! Get back!” Her father cried.  

His pallor grey, veins standing out on his neck as ropes, 

he sprung after her, and Olesya, possessed by the spirit of a 

chase and terrified of disobeying him or somehow angering him, 

slipped under the woman’s arm and pelted onto the track, 

stopping there, eyes huge, watching the toy train chug around 

the bend. It mesmerized her, and she let it get close, watching 
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the round nose and the fake steam billow from the pipe, the 

attendant shouting at her to get out of the way, her father 

running, arms wide, face terrible, contorted into a mask of a 

monster she had never seen before. 

He threw his arms out and lifted her out of the way. Faces 

of amused children stared at them from the passing windows. 

“Olesya! What do you think you’re doing! Don’t you ever do 

this again! Ever! You hear me?” He screamed at her. “Promise me! 

Promise me right now!” His eyes bulged out of their sockets 

sending such fright into Olesya’s heart that she opened and 

closed her mouth, trying to say something and making no noise. 

“Promise me! Promise me you will never do this again!” He 

put her on the ground, holding onto her arm and painfully 

yanking it with every word he uttered. The grip burned her skin, 

and suddenly she burst into tears. 

“You’re hurting me, papa, let go.” She uttered and gave 

herself to sobbing.  

A small crowd formed around them, people shaking heads, 

mothers giving advice to the father on how to handle little 

frightened girls, and the mask of horror that overcame Olesya’s 

father slid off his face, revealing a new type of horror, a 

horror at what he had done to his daughter. 

He glanced at his hand holding hers and let go. There were 

red spots left on her skin. “Oh, Olesya...my Olesya...forgive 
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me. Forgive me.” He was near tears, keeping them back, massaging 

her hand, and later Olesya forgot all about it, soothed by 

hazelnut ice cream in a silvery goblet and sprinkled with nuts 

that he bought her at the café, and by an abundance of every 

other attraction they went to, every single one except the toy 

train ride. 

“You’re hurting me, papa.” Olesya heard herself say in a 

shaking voice into the wet dripping darkness. “You’re hurting 

me. Let go.” 

Almost instantly the hum and the tremor stopped. The tide 

seized its churning, quickly sinking into the ground. The walls 

and the floor and the ceiling straightened back to those of a 

train carriage, and Olesya gripped onto the door and pushed it 

open, staggering out and bumping into Mitya who rushed to her, 

bewildered. 

“Olesya! I’ve been looking all over for you. What were you 

doing—” 

She fell into his arms, trembling, and he stood stockstill, 

unable to believe his sudden fortune, awkwardly placing both 

hands on her. 

“Hold me, Mitya.” Said Olesya into his shoulder. “Please, 

hold me.” 
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Chapter 14. The Freight Car Dance 

They stood like this for a while. Olesya fisted Mitya’s sweater, 

gripping it so hard, she thought her fingers would snap. She 

didn’t dare look around, fearing to see signs of blood. Mitya 

misunderstood her clinginess and was kneading her back, which 

strangely gave her assurance. His hands radiated heat, and for a 

moment Olesya allowed herself to relax and lean into him. 

“Are you okay?” He asked.  

“I’m fine. Fine.” She muttered. 

“Want to go somewhere?” There was such uncovered 

hopefulness, such desperation in the tone of his voice, it made 

Olesya smile. 

“Actually, that sounds like a good idea.” She lifted her 

face and looked him in the eyes, noticing their shape. Narrow, 

flat, nothing remarkable, plain brown eyes, yet they shone with 

tenderness and obsequious meekness. Mitya would do anything for 

her, Olesya realized, anything she asked. 

“You’re felling...guilty? Guilty because of Larisa?” His 

eyebrows went up, and he tilted his head to the side like a 

puzzled dog, expecting an explanation to something he couldn’t 

understand. That was what turned Olesya off, his innocuous 
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simplicity. He never could get a hang of the ballet troupe 

politics, and people played him as they desired, girls 

especially. 

“Mitya, get me some coffee, will you?—Mitya, can you zip me 

up? Your fingers are so nimble—” (batting eyelashes and a 

special bend of the head)—“Mitya, fetch me my shoes—Mitya, can I 

borrow a ten? Be a gentleman, help a girl out—Mitya, don’t you 

notice any of us? Are we not pretty enough for you?” They would 

giggle and make him blush, standing there with his hands full of 

whatever was their latest request to be fulfilled—food, drinks, 

magazines, clothes, as if he weren’t twenty-two years old but 

sixteen.  

His wispy athletic frame and low height caused him to be 

mistaken for a high school student quite often, and his young 

face with its baby skin and that birthmark drove the girls 

insane with desire to crack him.  

Only Olesya never asked him for any favors, and only Olesya 

did he pester incessantly, offering everything he could think 

of, on one occasion unwrapping her bloodied feet after eight 

hours of non-stop practice and wiping her silent tears with a 

tissue, when she was so exhausted and in so much pain, she 

didn’t much care who it was who helped her. Mitya stayed late 

for her and offered to walk her to the Metro, but she declined, 

choosing to walk on her own, her thoughts on Boris, on the 
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muscles rippling under his leotard, his fifth position, his 

leaps, his effortless brisé, the way his hair would skirt up and 

flop on his forehead. 

Mitya trailed behind, making sure she didn’t see him, 

hiding behind the corners and the walls and the fences, riding 

the same train with her but in a different car to her station, 

and stealing after her until he safely saw her home. He almost 

stepped out of the shadows to fight the drunk who he thought was 

about to assault her, but then it resolved on its own. 

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. I was just 

wondering.” He said in the absence of Olesya’s response. “It’s 

not your fault, what happened. As terrible as it is. It’s not 

like—” 

“Is there some place...” Olesya began, her eyes scanning 

the narrow corridor and the doorways, some closed, some screened 

by curtains that billowed slightly, their crimped fabric 

creating an illusion of skirts. “Some place where we can...”  

Mitya sucked in his breath. 

“Where we can talk? Alone? There is something I’d like to 

tell you.” She looked at him pleadingly. 

The shine in Mitya’s eyes tripled, and a childish happiness 

overspread his features. “I have discovered something.” He 

confessed with an air of mischief. “Come on, I’ll show you. You 

of all people would appreciate it.” 
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Momentary horror locked Olesya’s face into a mask. “What? 

What have you discovered?” 

“I don’t want to spoil it for you. I’ll show you. Come on.” 

He offered her a hand, and she slipped her cold fingers into his 

warm ones, clutching them as she would clutch them when they 

practiced, seeking solidity, trust, the trust dancers have to 

have in one another, the trust she gave him to lift her and toss 

her and catch her, preventing her fall. 

They skipped along, quickly passing by the roomettes, 

neither of them wishing anyone to interrupt this weightlessness, 

this togetherness they felt and wanted to preserve, the thrill 

that tickled them in the middle of performance. Their bodies 

missed practice, and the trot along the train cars reminded them 

of the hustle and the bustle along Bolshoi backstage corridors 

on the way to the stage. 

Olesya was acutely aware of the train’s presence. It stood 

still, it didn’t move, and when they reached the first passage 

between the carriages, the one that led out of the sleeper and 

into the dining lounge, she halted. 

“Did you end up talking to the engineer?” 

“Oh, yes!” Mitya slapped his forehead. “I completely 

forgot. There is a train ahead of us that had six of its cars 

derail. I don’t know the cause, he didn’t tell me, but they were 

freight cars carrying methanol.” 
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“Methanol?” 

“It’s a very toxic liquid, a type of alcohol. They’re 

evacuating the houses in the area, and we have to wait until 

they either clear the tracks or reroute us.” 

Olesya’s throat grew tight. “Wait. More delays? So we’re 

not making it to the performance, are we?” 

Mitya’s eyes, distant, serious, rested on her face. “Alla 

Borisovna says at the next stop there will be a bus waiting for 

us, and we’ll just make it.” He pushed the palm-sized button 

with the words PRESS HERE on the door and it slid open. Mitya 

stepped in and Olesya, a lump rising to her mouth and every 

nerve stretched taut, followed him, swiftly jumping over the 

plates. The door quietly swished shut behind them. 

They walked through the dining car, empty save for the 

servers eating late lunch after they have fed the passengers. 

Some of them gave the pair a questioning look. Next was the 

observation car choking with gaping mouths and chatting voices 

and hands with cameras snapping shots of the picturesque view of 

a valley bordered by the glittering mountains.  

“Where are you off to?” 

Olesya turned to the sound of Inga’s voice. The harpies 

occupied the nearest table, sipping what looked like wine out of 

plastic cups. 
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“They seem to be in a hurry to copulate, can’t you see?” 

Said Milena, and leaned over the table, lowering her voice, her 

lips puckered mockingly. “Well, you don’t have to hurry, 

birdies, take your time. We’re not going anywhere. We’re stuck 

here until they clear off that stupid accident. Might as well 

relax and have a good time. Cheers!” She raised her cup and 

emptied it in one swallow.  

Vika followed her example, upending hers. “Your friend has 

died, tragically. And you’re off to celebrate it?” She 

hiccupped, wiping the burgundy mustache on her upper lip with 

the back of her hand. Her round face menacing, cancerous with 

tipsy envy. Her sticking out ears pink, and those little curly 

hairs framing her forehead damp with perspiration. 

“That’s our Olesya for you, cold as stone.” Drawled Milena. 

“What did it take, Mitya, to finally break her down, huh? What 

did you do?” And she opened her succulent mouth and made an 

obscene movement with her tongue, sticking it out and flicking 

it up and down. 

Mitya blushed, then paled, then blushed again, unable to 

bring himself to say anything.  

“Does Alla Borisovna know?” Said Olesya, petrified for 

them. They were not allowed to drink alcohol on tour, not until 

every ballet piece was performed and over with, and even then 

they had to wait for her approval. She typically took them out 
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to a fancy dinner to celebrate, putting the cost of the outing 

on the company. 

“And what’s that of your concern?” Bristled Vika, roving 

her intoxicated eyes over her rival. “What are you, my mother? 

Go ahead and tell the old bitch, go report us.” 

“She is concerned for us, can’t you see?” Milena smiled. 

“Aren’t you?” 

“Well, you can kiss your American dream goodbye, waltz 

girl.” Said Inga and laughed bitterly.  

Olesya fought the urge to warn her, her eyes chained to the 

outline of her red lips, bright scarlet, saucy, defiant. Alla 

Borisovna hated makeup unless it was stage makeup, lipstick in 

particular. All they ever wore for performances was mascara and 

eye shadow and lots of foundation, but lips had to stay plain. 

Inga clearly attempted to make a statement with her red mouth 

after having been selected as Olesya’s backup. 

She noticed Olesya’s uneasy expression and put her empty 

cup on the table, arching her brows. “Is there something you 

wanted to say?” 

Olesya passed her eyes over them and pity stirred in her. 

They tried to bite her and had no teeth, pathetic, forlorn, 

scared and disappointed, their burning wish to impress the 

foreign audience crumbling, all because of Alla Borisovna’s 

cheapskate tendencies. If they flew from Chicago to Seattle, 
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they’d be already there. Their drinking appeared immature to 

her, a challenge, a rebellion that bordered on caprice, on an 

adolescent tantrum. 

“Stop wearing red lipstick.” Said Olesya loudly and 

clearly, and before Inga comprehended the tone of the insult and 

reacted, Olesya flicked her gaze to mute submissive Mitya who 

understood it at once and pulled her out of the observation car. 

They passed through four more carriages, all of them 

coaches lined with rows of seats facing forward, some pivoted to 

face in the opposite direction, people sitting in them, curled 

up or spread out, napping, snoring, snacking, watching movies, 

playing, a mother nursing a baby, an old hag so fast asleep, a 

trickle of saliva cursed down her chin. Some were standing and 

stretching their legs. They had to step in between the seats to 

pass. One more sleeper at the end where an attendant glanced at 

them from his roomette, asking them what they were doing in his 

sleeper, but either too lazy or too tired, he didn’t pursue 

them. 

They skipped down the steps, through the passage, and burst 

into an empty freight car. Long, drafty, sheathed with 

corrugated metal, it was dimply lit by a few light bulbs. The 

once vivid cobalt paint now peeled revealing pale spots as if 

the car was affected by vitiligo. A pile of luggage sat by one 
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of the walls, and a heavy industrial gate-like door across it 

yawned open, either left ajar intentionally or by accident.  

The square hole framed a snowy slope.  

Olesya’s skin erupted in goosebumps. She took a step after 

Mitya and thought she heard a faint piano note click to life. 

She took another step. Another note. Mesmerized with the type of 

petrifying awe that seizes one when witnessing something 

horrific and beautiful at the same time, she raised her eyes at 

her partner. 

He stood in the middle, arms curved, feet in fifth 

position. “Well, what do you think?” he hopped into the air and 

rapidly crossed his legs, landing softly, the heels of his shoes 

clicking out a faint piano accord. 

“Is this...did you practice here?” Asked Olesya, watching 

her every step for anything out of place. The car appeared dead, 

as dead as a steel car should be, if not for the faint music. 

Mitya answered her with a graceful bow and a series of 

light steps, a glissade to the right, a plié, a glissade to the 

left. “There isn’t much space here.” He said apologetically, 

offering her a hand.  

Olesya automatically straightened, strung out and tense, 

yet relaxed and assured of her movements, gliding to him. 

“Hold on.” Mitya pulled his phone from the pocket, started 

the music. The first movement, the chords, the beginning of 
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Tchaikovsky’s Serenade for Strings. Mitya paused it, scrubbed 

forward and, satisfied, placed the phone on the naked floor. The 

violas and violins sounded tinny, but the flat surface and the 

emptiness of the car amplified the music.  

Mitya stood in position. 

Olesya, after initial hesitation, taken by the tune almost 

against her will, tiptoed to him and once his arm rested on her 

back, arched slightly, her left foot pointed, her right arm on 

his shoulder, and off they went on their little walk, altering 

the dance to the restrictions of the space, lifts lower, steps 

shorter, their synchronicity flawless, fluid. 

They swam in this poor rendition of Serenade, harsh and 

shallow in the echoing carriage. Olesya flushed, her body 

warming up, her legs singing. Mitya caught her, twirled her, 

side by side, face to face. In the heat of their rollicking 

fettle they didn’t notice how the train rolled forward, without 

a slightest jolt or lurch. 

It simply glided off. 

They have continued beyond their pas de deux, which barely 

lasted two minutes, skipping along the tempo into the group 

dance, to solo, back to their pairing.  

Olesya reveled in her bliss, swishing around the carriage, 

rocking with it, hearing both the music from the phone, from her 

steps, the music in her head from memories. The tap-tap of 
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pointe shoes, the rustle of the tulle skirts. There was a moment 

when she glanced out the open door and halted aghast, startled 

by the view, fully expecting a dark parterre of the theater 

glittering with eyes. All eyes on her. 

“Are you alright?” Mitya halted. 

She gripped the rusted handle of the door, leaning out and 

letting the chilly air wash over her, peering ahead to where the 

locomotive sliced through the frozen woods, swaying around the 

bend. 

“Careful. You don’t want to fall out.” He stood close to 

her, holding her by the waist. She could sense his energy 

pulsing across her body. 

“Mitya?” she began without turning her head, watching the 

trees flash by in a blur of grey and white. 

“What?” He spoke fast, as if afraid this closeness might 

end any moment. 

“What if I told you something...something that was 

impossible to believe? Would you believe me?” She waited a beat. 

“Would you believe it really happened?” 

Mitya swallowed audibly. “Like what?” 

“Something...” Olesya threw a glance into the carriage for 

a moment, thinking she detected movement. There was nothing 

there, except a heavy stillness. It settled on her skin like 

dust. “Something about this train we’re on.”  
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It’s listening, she thought. He’s listening. Are you, papa? 

The darkness shifted, solidified, imbibing her every word. 
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Chapter 15. The Dancer In The Abyss 

Wind whistled in Olesya’s ears. She gripped the handle and half-

pivoted to Mitya, so he could hear her speak and so that she 

could keep looking out, an idea hatching in her head. An idea to 

escape this menace on wheels, whatever it might be, a machine 

possessed by her dead father or a particularly strong delusion 

that took hold of her mind. She shook her head, chasing away the 

thoughts and watching the ground speed by, gaging whether or not 

she’d break both legs if she jumped. 

“You don’t consider me...strange in any way, do you?” She 

began, asking both Mitya and, unconsciously, speaking to her 

father, the father of her memories. 

“Strange? Well, I am strange for one.” He grinned. “I guess 

that would make two of us?” 

“No, I mean, you don’t think I’m mentally disturbed in any 

way or—” 

“What? No!” Mitya cried with such fervor, Olesya guessed 

that this thought has crossed his mind at least once. “Never.” 

He confirmed. “Why? Why are you asking?” 

“Because what I’m about to tell you doesn’t fit into the 

typical confines of normalcy, at least not how it’s perceived by 
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people. Usually. What I’m about to tell you could be categorized 

as a hallucination, to put it mildly, or an onset of 

schizophrenia, depending on the level of education of those 

who’d be listening to me. That is, if they don’t run away first, 

seeing that some people think mental disorders are contagious.” 

Mitya’s breathing pattern changed. He was listening. She 

could tell his interest was piqued and he was listening to her 

every word. She continued. 

“I’ve...seen something, something that could be construed 

as plain madness—considering the fact that we can’t come up with 

a solid definition for it. Who defines what is normal and what 

isn’t it? If you see it, does it mean it exists? Does the act of 

experiencing something proves that it occurred in reality?” 

Mitya spread his arms. “I don’t know.” 

She tilted her head, studying him. “You don’t know.” 

“Seriously. I have no idea.” He smiled his questioning 

smile, and for a brief instant Olesya wanted to slap him, to 

wipe this smile off his face and to make him think and say what 

he really thought and not hide behind this mask of a gormless 

humorless simpleton, albeit sweet and naïve and talented when it 

came to ballet. She sensed there was more to him, buried under 

thick layers of protection. His gaze didn’t strike her as 

idiotic, rather lively and curious. 

“What if I told you...” she began again, probing. 



Anske / TUBE / 161 

He tensed. 

Olesya drew in air, filled her lungs, and exhaled slowly. 

“What if this train we’re on,” she paused, anticipating a tremor 

or a humming or some kind of a reaction from the machine. It 

didn’t stir, steadily carrying them through winter. “What if it 

was intelligent?” 

“Well, of course it’s intelligent!” Exclaimed Mitya, 

visibly relieved. “They’ve got all kinds of computers onboard 

and—” 

“No, no, that’s not it.” Olesya shook her had dejectedly. 

“I mean human intelligence.” She looked him in the eyes and saw 

doubt in them, and caution, his resolution that he’d believe 

anything she said wavering. “Never mind.” She spun and leaned 

out further from the door, closing her eyes, wind beating on her 

face, freezing her skin. 

“Wait. Wait, what did you want to say?” 

But Olesya locked herself down. There was no point in 

trying to get across the abhorrent events that she had 

participated in. 

I could maybe tell Larisa, she thought, but Larisa is dead. 

Nastya? I could try calling her, provided there will be cell 

reception. Only she won’t listen, she’ll think I’m imagining 

things. Who else? Alla Borisovna? Olesya dropped her head. How 
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clever of you, papa, to eliminate those closest to me first. Or 

should I call you Tube? What are you, really? 

Mitya spouted something apologetic. Olesya didn’t listen to 

him and spoke over. “Can we dance some more? Please?” 

He stopped mid-sentence, his face long, his defeat 

crumbling his posture. He understood that he missed something 

important, something perhaps irreparable, and he could see that 

Olesya sensed his knowledge and yet still held back. Whatever it 

was she wanted to share has been broken by his clumsy rejection.  

“I’m sorry.” He mumbled. “Sure. Let me start the music.” 

And so they danced, oblivious to the chill, the draft, the 

rattling and the rumbling and the shuddering of the floor. They 

would’ve danced more if Inga hadn’t found them.  

She appeared in the doorway, leaning on it, thoroughly 

inebriated. “Practicing? Here? I don’t believe it. How boring. I 

thought by now you would’ve fucked her brains out, as Milena 

likes to put it.” She staggered forward, balancing on straight 

legs, years of ballet practice holding her together. 

“You’re...drunk.” Stated Olesya with revulsion. 

“Am I?” Inga puckered her garnet lips. Her beautiful face 

sagged, then sharpened. “And what’s that to you? You have your 

dog right there, always at your feet.” She motioned to Mitya, 

and suddenly blurted, “and mine has run off with Milena. Scum. 

Never mind our friendship, all that’s gone down the drain now. 
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And here I thought, she is like my sister. Lies, all lies and 

deceit. What a slut. What a selfish sneaky slut she is. It’s 

what she wanted from the start, didn’t she? You saw it.” Her 

eyes glinted with reproach, as if this was Olesya’s fault 

somehow. “You must have seen it. You’ve seen it. You always see 

and notice everything. All she wants is to become a prima 

ballerina, she doesn’t give a shit about anything else. She 

doesn’t give a shit about me. You knew it. I know you did. Why 

didn’t you tell me?” Inga glared at Olesya. 

Olesya searched for words, flabbergasted, and finally 

managed to burble out one word, “Boris?” And then added, more 

sure of herself, “Boris...left you?” 

“She stole him, the bitch. The ungrateful greedy bitch.” 

Tears in Inga’s voice, tears and bitterness. She swayed, putting 

out her arm to grab onto the wall.  

“Excuse me, but what did you call me?” Asked Mitya. His 

paleness acquired a sickly look of someone suffering from 

anemia. 

“A dog. A dog is what you are.” Slurred Inga.  

“I’m not a dog,” said Mitya and blushed. It came out 

sounding stupid, and he knew it and knew that the girls knew it 

too. He bit on his tongue, hard; it drew blood. 

“‘I’m not a dog.’” Repeated Inga. “Is that the best you can 

come up with?” She snorted derisively. “You’re an idiot. I hope 
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you have something else going for you,” she glanced at his 

crotch, “otherwise you’re screwed, boy.” 

Mitya angled away from her stare, looking at Olesya. “Do 

you want to go somewhere?” 

“What, and leave me alone?” Interjected Inga. “No way. I 

need company. I need an attentive audience. You will have to do. 

I’ll tell you all about it and feel better.” She hiccupped, 

walking toward them with a wobbly gait. 

A blast of savage wind hit Olesya. She threw a terrified 

look at the opening and felt her skin crust with ice, her 

innards, her everything turn brittle.  

The train trundled past the grizzled woods that climbed up 

the hill and now chugged along a steep precipice with hardly a 

few feet of embankment holding up the tracks before the earth 

plunged into a bluish haze that spread over a gorge with no 

visible bottom. There wasn’t any sort of a fence or a natural 

barrier of shrubs to prevent someone from keeling over the rim 

and, teetering for a moment, hurling down. 

Inga reached the opening and looked out. “That’s pretty. 

Scary but pretty.” She closed her eyes, inhaling the freshness. 

Mortal fear seized Olesya. “Careful.” She said, putting out 

a hand. “Please. Let’s go somewhere, to the observation car, to 

your room...we can talk some more.” Her fingers on Inga’s arm, 

probing, grabbing onto it. 
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Inga’s eyes snapped open. “Get away from me, you freak! 

What do you want?” She pushed Olesya away, relinquishing her 

hold for a moment and tottering precariously, before her fingers 

brushed the handle and she seized it, rocking in sync with the 

carriage. The train picked up speed. The wheels clacked out a 

metronome rhythm, metal on metal. A horn blew in close distance, 

gleeful, triumphant. Its loud echo tore through the opening with 

such force, Olesya’s teeth rattled.   

She glanced at Mitya for help, unsure, fighting the urge to 

pull Inga away from danger and afraid she might accidentally 

make things worse, might make her lose balance completely and—  

Olesya shook her head, chasing the premonition away, the 

premonition and the horrific urge to let it be, to let Inga 

tumble out and watch her pivot and flop and corkscrew to her 

death, the dark angel of the Serenade. Black hair, black skirt 

billowing on the wind. This vision, so vivid, so clear prickled 

her for a fraction of a second, before she pushed it under wraps 

and resolutely took the dancer by the arm. “Please. You’re 

making me nervous.” 

“What, you can enjoy the scenery with your dog, and I 

can’t?” Said Inga tartly, wrestling out of Inga’s hold, shaking 

her off like a nasty nuisance. “Get out of my way, waltz girl, 

I’m tired of you. I’m tired of all of you. Get out of here. I 

want to be alone.”  
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Olesya’s worry and indecision communicated to Mitya. The 

sight of Inga swinging on unsteady legs feet away from a drop of 

who knew how many miles prompted him to abandon his offense. 

“Inga, this it not safe.” He said, reaching out. 

“What’s not safe?” She drew away from him. 

“You standing there.”  

A sharp intake of air made them turn. 

“What is this nasty place? What on earth are you three 

doing here?” Alla Borisovna, evidently fully recovered to her 

former acidic self, stood out against the shadows of the 

carriage like a sore thumb.  

She had a knack for moving noiselessly and smoothly, and 

often employed it to startle her dancers by watching them 

without their knowledge, wanting to see how vigorously they 

practiced sans supervision and handed out favors and roles 

accordingly.  

Everyone knew about her spying habit, and yet she still 

succeeded in catching Darya Grinchenko secretly snacking on 

pastries in her dressing room. After a long drawn-out feud and 

an intricate political game Darya was fired from Bolshoi for 

being “too fat,” which in ballet language meant that she weighed 

one hundred and one pound as opposed to the desired one hundred, 

the unofficial standard that the ballet officials denied in the 

press but mercilessly demanded from ballerinas, casting out 
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girls for being too tall or too heavy or for developing a too-

large bosom, which caused a scandal upon scandal, especially 

after Darya went public about her ordeal and established her own 

highly successful dancing school. 

It was after this incident that Alla Borisovna earned the 

title of “the old bitch” from her dancers. Her reputation and 

power firmly established, no one dared to contradict her, and 

this Serenade tour was her challenge to the world, her desire to 

wipe the nose of Americans with her own rendition of the piece 

as opposed to the hailed one by George Balanchine. 

“We’re not paying the licensing fee. Oh no, we aren’t. Over 

my dead body. Who do they think they are, charging us? How dare 

they?” She would state at practice, strolling between sweaty 

dancers. “It is our heritage, our music, our genius. Tchaikovsky 

is Russian, his music belongs to this country, as does the 

ballet. I have no doubt we will take them by the storm.” 

And now she stood in a filthy freight carriage of a train 

that was over thirteen hours late, crushing her aspirations, 

blasting her ten years of work to smithereens. First the 

snowslide, then the derailment, and just before she made her way 

through the entire train, looking for her soloists, the engineer 

announced that they moving around the wreck, but the reroute 

will add another hour of delay to their arrival at the station 

where the buses were supposed to pick them up. 
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“Shit.” Inga flinched and straightened, willing herself to 

stand still, her head weaving slightly to and fro against that 

attempt every drunk makes at appearing sober. 

Alla Borisovna sniffed the air, her thin nostrils flaring. 

With one hand she leaned on the wall, another crept to her 

cardigan button. 

“We’re practicing, Alla Borisovna,” supplied Mitya 

obligingly. “It’s a perfect space. Well, it’s not much of a 

space, I know,” he chuckled uneasily, “but we were able to—” 

“I see you’ve been drinking.” Alla Borisovna paid Mitya no 

attention and made her way to Inga, carefully stopping a safe 

distance away from the door and wrinkling her nose in obvious 

disgust meant for Inga to notice. “On tour. Drinking on tour. 

You know the consequences of that, I take it? I’m being forced 

to revoke your new assignment to be the backup waltz girl.” She 

shifted her gaze to Olesya and back to Inga. “This is your first 

and last warning. If I catch you again, you’re losing your dark 

angel role.” 

Inga uttered a small gasp. Her entire face contracted and 

shrunk, and there was such hatred in her narrowed eyes that Alla 

Borisovna recoiled. 

“Fuck you.” She said, shaking. 

Alla Borisovna’s lips trembled. She swallowed and composed 

her features into a cold calm. “Pardon me?” 
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“Fuck you!” Cried Inga. “Fuck you and your doggone Bolshoi! 

I should’ve quit long ago! I should’ve—” 

“That’s enough of that.” Alla Borisovna’s eyes blazed.  

She twisted the button on her cardigan so fiercely, the 

thread finally tore and the button flew off into the void, 

snatched away by the wind. Alla Borisovna followed it with her 

gaze and then looked up at Inga. “Spare me this unnecessary 

drama, get away from the door and out of this filthy place. You 

know perfectly well that my decision is final and no amount of 

your pleading or cajoling will make me change my mind. We can’t 

afford failures. I have spoken to Milena. She confirmed my 

suspicion of your drinking problem. But, I confess, I didn’t 

believe her at first. I had to see it for myself.” 

“Milena?” Hissed Inga. “That crafty little whore. It can’t 

be. I don’t believe it. I simply don’t believe it.” Stunned by 

the enormity of her friend’s betrayal, she eased her hold.  

The horn blew a volley of strident whistles that penetrated 

bones. With a sudden jolt the train lurched around a bend, 

careening inward. Inga’s foot slipped on an old leaf that 

somehow made its way inside, or maybe it has been sitting there 

since fall. The heel of her flat scraped the edge and hung over 

the rushing nothingness spread below. 

“Careful!” Cried Olesya. 
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“Don’t touch me!” Inga clutched to the handle and righted 

her foot. Unable to withstand the shaming gaze of Alla 

Borisovna, she directed her wrath and despair on the usual 

scapegoat. “It’s you! It’s your work. First Nastya, then Larisa, 

now me? Is that your plan? Well, good luck with that.” 

Olesya stopped listening. Blood roared in her ears. Her 

racing heart shook her entire ribcage. With one hand she gripped 

the closing bolt that protruded from the doorframe above, with 

another she grasped Inga by the wrist, pulling her in. 

They struggled. 

Inga, shrieking obscenities, twisted to shake Olesya off 

and hung onto the handle, gripping it with both hands. She 

lifted her legs and kicked Olesya in the stomach, sending her 

sprawling to the floor.  

Staring with loathing at Alla Borisovna’s face, like a 

child carrying out the forbidden folly in spite of impending 

punishment, Inga raised her left leg, pricked empty air with a 

pointed foot, elegant, strong, extended it in a tendu and arched 

to a perfect arabesque. The striking beauty and deathly horror 

of her dare, the treacherous footing that could betray her any 

moment, made Alla Borisovna cover her mouth. 

“Fire me, go ahead!” Shouted Inga, curving her other foot 

outward and standing up on her toes. “Can your Milena do this? 

Can she? She wouldn’t have the guts, that cowardly whore!” 
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Alla Borisovna stood immobile, witnessing the unfolding 

scene with distaste and conviction that this was foul play on 

Inga’s part, the type of suicidal scare to make her revert her 

decision. 

Just as Olesya scrambled to standing, Mitya swiped at 

Inga’s waist to scoop her up and was a second too late. 

First a tremor of a mechanical breath, then an electrical 

current surged through the steel body of the carriage, making 

the lights flicker and go out. The breaks squealed, and the 

train came to a shuddering stop. Carried forth by inertia, the 

director, Olesya, and Mitya toppled to the floor. 

And Inga let go of the handle.  

Powerful momentum wrenched it out of her hands. Her 

extended leg upset the balance, and she flew out of the car as 

if ejected by it, her mouth opened in a perfectly round 

surprised O, her lips stained with leftover vermillion lipstick 

and a darker mauve shade from the red wine she was drinking, 

making her face appear as that of a confused matryoshka doll, 

wooden, permanently frozen in shocked disbelief. 

She didn’t make a single noise, not a scream, not even a 

gasp. She simply fell, her arms swinging in circles, her skirt 

ballooning, her slender legs extended in an airborne relevé, the 

last tribute to ballet before her figure sunk into oblivion, 
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crushing through the tips of pines, bouncing, and rolling to her 

death below. 

A terrible stillness spilled over the car. 

Feeling sick to her stomach, Olesya pushed herself up and 

with a cry of Inga’s name dashed to the door, hanging out of it 

dangerously, staring down. Mitya’s arms on her waist, lifting 

her, pulling her. 

Olesya thrashed mutely, groaning like a caught animal. 

Mitya wouldn’t let go of his iron grip, dragging her across the 

carriage to the doorway. It was not until he deposited her in 

the empty roomette of the sleeper promptly deserted by the train 

attendant upon hearing the terrible news that Olesya came to her 

senses. 

“It’s the train.” She said breathlessly, looking into 

Mitya’s widened eyes. “The train did it.” 

He didn’t hear her, or didn’t want to hear her. “Sit here 

and don’t go anywhere, okay? I’ll be right back. I’ll go get 

Alla Borisovna. She’s...she’s in a bad way. I’ll be right back,” 

he repeated, wincing at the consternation taking hold of 

Olesya’s countenance. “Stay here. I’ll be back.” And he dashed 

off. 

The red circle of Inga’s open mouth haunted Olesya 

everywhere she looked. “Why?” she asked, listening for the 



Anske / TUBE / 173 

slightest vibration, tiniest scraping or breathing noise. “Why 

are you doing this?” 

She thought the curtains shifted. 

“What do you want?” And then, with a shuddering exhale, she 

added, “papa? Is that you, papa? Is it? Please, tell me.” 

The intercom crackled right next to Olesya’s ear and she 

jumped, startled. 

A distorted voice, low and crackling, as if transmitted 

from a long distance barely within range, spoke one word. 

“Dance.”  

It broke through and petered out before the static gave way 

to the engineer’s announcement, “Ladies and gentlemen, may I 

have your attention, please—” 

Olesya tuned it out, her fingers crammed into the seat, 

squeezing its foam into fists. No matter how distorted, she’d 

recognize her father’s voice anywhere, his intonations, his 

particular cadence of speech, always gay with concealed 

laughter, playful and serious at the same time.  

What spoke through the intercom was her dead papa’s voice, 

and it told her to dance. 
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Chapter 16. The Next Victim 

Whereas Alla Borisovna and her troupe succeeded in keeping 

Nastya’s injury and Larisa’s death quiet, the story of Inga’s 

tragic fall spread from passenger to passenger with the speed of 

light. The electric failure was blamed on a short circuit. 

Someone leaked a rumor of a dead body in one of the rooms. All 

buzzed and hemmed and hawed. The train attendants scurried to 

and fro, attempting to prevent the outbreak of panic. The 

engineer spoke into the intercom soothing news about the rescue 

helicopter being on its away. It didn’t help. Mass hysteria 

gradually fomented and reached its peak in about an hour after 

the incident. 

A handful of agitated people, mostly retired couples 

heading home from a holiday or for a holiday from home, packed 

their belongings and sat on them in the first-floor vestibules, 

demanding to be left off at the nearest station to procure a 

different mode of transportation. Others nervously huddled in 

the observation car and the lounge, passing exaggerated gossip 

about a woman crushed to pulp under a car, her mangled remains 

hidden in a roomette, and another one pushed off the train by a 

psycho Russian ballet dancer who is a maniac and must be 
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detained by the police at the first opportunity. Yes others ran 

from car to car, gathering details, passing them on, and 

preventing the personnel from doing its job. A few attempted to 

investigate the freight carriage and were stopped by the same 

attendant who lazily allowed Olesya and Mitya to pass by. 

Olesya heard his thin stammering voice recite the same 

phrase over and over again through the half-closed door to the 

roomette she sat in. 

“Please, go back to your rooms. Back to your rooms. The 

freight car is off limits. You can’t go there. I repeat, go back 

to your rooms. I ask you, please, to go back to your rooms.” 

Muffled questions and demands rained on his head. 

“Please, I repeat!” 

Olesya glanced out the window at the bank of clouds that 

rolled in, a thick woolen panoply pregnant with snow. The tumult 

of grey in them roiled and churned, bloated, a promise of a 

heavy snowfall. The hazardous consequences of this vaguely 

registered in Olesya’s mind, stupefied, her inner capacity to 

hold emotions close to null. 

She sensed the train, sensed it with every living cell, as 

if it was part of her and she was part of it, without a way to 

distinguish where one ended and the other began.  

Papa. How...I don’t understand... 
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The repetitive nature of the attendant’s rebukes put a 

cessation to the flood of curious passengers. Footfalls trickled 

to nothing, to hushed silence. The train stood still, dark and 

cold, tilted at an angle over the chasm where Inga perished, as 

if mocking it. 

Olesya glanced at the intercom. 

“Papa? You there?” 

Asking this question aloud stirred her up. 

This is ridiculous, she thought. Ridiculous, and yet...how 

else can I communicate with it? With...him? 

“You want me to dance Serenade for you? All of it?” She 

asked, staring at the mottling of holes in the circular panel, 

the many dots that blended and blurred. “You’re unhappy because 

you never got to see it? Because...” she faltered, her nose 

itching, her eyes suddenly overflowing, “...you didn’t make 

it...you didn’t...” 

Olesya kept back the tears, fisting her skirt. They rolled 

down anyway, drawing two lines down her cheeks and blooming on 

the crinkled cotton. 

Her first ballet recital, that’s when it happened. She 

never forgot. She was ten. Winter roared for its third month, 

especially cold and long that year. The ballet school buzzed 

with voices that could be heard from backstage. Dressing rooms 

chirruped with nervous girls’ chatter. The last preparations, 
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the changing, the fitting of the costumes, the hair pulled into 

buns and sprayed with hair spray, the smell of it, the rustle of 

fabric, the clacking of shoe hills on the old creaky floor. 

Olesya sat in the corner of the dressing room, on the 

bench, trying to ignore the looks and the whispers of the other 

girls and their mothers. Her mother was sick and couldn’t come, 

but her father said he would. He promised to go straight from 

the train station to the recital.  

The weeks of preparation, of anticipation. How she waited 

for papa to show up, feverish, with a beating heart. Her fingers 

shook pulling up the white stockings, tight, smooth, to make 

sure there were no snags or creases. They had to be perfect. 

Everything had to be perfect. She pulled her long-sleeve leotard 

out of the plastic bag and stepped into it. White stretchy 

cotton fit snugly over her petite bony frame. She fluffed up 

every feather painstakingly cut out of sheer yellow muslin and 

sewed on by her grandmother, to make her look like a genuine 

canary. She danced the leading role of the four birds in The 

Ballet of Unhatched Chicks in their Shells, fifth movement of 

Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition. 

The general murmur of jealousy made her focus intently on 

putting on her ballet slippers, also white, satin ribbons 

shining in the bright fluorescent light. 
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“Mama, look!—She’s not supposed to—It doesn’t fit our 

costumes—I want yellow feathers too, like hers—Why can she have 

it and I can’t? Mama, please!—Shhh, Masha, you have to wear what 

your teacher told you to wear. She’s dancing the main canary—But 

why does she get to have a different costume?” 

Color suffused Olesya’s lowered face. Natalia Alexandrovna, 

their ballet instructor, gave her grandmother permission to 

adorn the leotard. She was the best dancer in class and a 

constant pecking target for other girls, more so because of her 

shyness and absence of any kind of a reaction to their teasing, 

which only made them try harder. 

At last, ready, trembling from excitement, she stood by the 

velvet curtain with three other girls from her number, watching 

the “Tuileries” finish their part (they skipped the “Cattle” as 

it was too clumsy in Natalia Alexandrovna’s opinion). She could 

see the edge of the stage that was simply a raised platform at 

the end of a large studio, the two long wide steps running down 

to the floor, and rows and rows of folding chairs, now unfolded 

and occupied by relatives, brimming with smiles and shining eyes 

and flashing cameras.  

“Stop spying, Olesya. You’re not supposed to.” 

Masha snatched the curtain out of Olesya’s hand. The other 

two girls giggled.  
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Olesya didn’t reply. She was too agitated to speak or to 

pay attention to anything. Natalia Alexandrovna announced their 

dance, and she flew onstage, flapping arms like wings, bending 

her head in that peculiar avian way she thought she mastered, 

stretching out her legs, standing in position. 

The music started. Quick flutes, accenting every step, 

every jump, every twirl. Olesya lost herself in dance, following 

the map of movements in her head, and every moment she could, 

she threw a searching glance at the audience, trying to make out 

her papa.   

He never came.  

He died that day in an on-a-job accident. She found out 

from her mother who came to fetch her, coughing into her scarf, 

her eyes rimmed red, smudged with grey streaks of mascara. Only 

years later she learned the true nature of her father’s death. A 

locomotive engineer, he was inspecting something in the small 

space between the cars, when the train went off the tracks. The 

rear car slammed into the forward car. He was crushed to death 

between them. 

She never saw his smiling face again—the casket at the 

funeral was closed. 

“I’m sorry! It took me a bit longer, and...” 
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Mitya’s voice tore Olesya out of her reverie. He stood in 

the doorway, flushed, his eyebrows forming a questioning 

triangle on his forehead. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” 

Olesya involuntarily smiled, so ridiculous was his 

question. “Everything is wrong, Mitya,” she said in a breaking 

voice, “everything.” 

He blinked at her, trying to understand. 

Olesya was not in the mood to explain. The shock of hearing 

her father speak to her twelve years after he died has left her 

barren. Her arms lay heavily in her lap, her legs felt wooden, 

and it took her a concentrated effort to move her tongue and 

speak. “Where is Alla Borisovna? How is she doing?” 

“She’s good! More determined than ever. She’s talking to 

the girls, picking out a new black angel.” 

“She what?” Olesya’s eyes widened. 

Mitya shrugged. “You know her. ‘Over my dead body.’ 

Apparently that will be what will stop her.” He drove his hands 

into his pockets, shifting his weight from foot to foot. 

Olesya’s inquisitive gaze made him suddenly uncomfortable. 

“She’s going to sue TUBE, she said. Anyway, we need to go. You 

and I are witnesses, and the train people said we need to be in 

our roomettes when they arrive, for questioning.” 

“And when is that going to be?” Asked Olesya, to say 

something. Her thoughts sparkled to life and fizzled out 
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chaotically, jumping from one image to another, and she had a 

hard time concentrating on what Mitya was saying. Motion caught 

the corner of her eyes. She turned her head. 

“It’s snowing.” 

“Wow, it is.” 

They huddled by the window, cupping their hands around 

their faces to see better. 

In the liquid silver of the sky the air trembled with first 

snowflakes. They softly floated down, unhurried, weightless. 

Legions of them discharged by the canopy of clouds that sat so 

low, they seemed to touch the roof of the train. There was no 

wind. The quiet of the furs, the stillness of their emerald 

crowns spoke of a calm before the storm. 

“I don’t like this.” Whispered Olesya. 

Mitya peered at her. “You don’t?” 

“I mean, I do, it’s beautiful. But I don’t like the feeling 

of this. I feels like an enemy, this snow. It feels like there 

is much more of it in those clouds. See how dark they are? What 

if all of it will dump on us and bury us?” 

Mitya pulled a deadpanned pause. “Why would you think 

something like that?” He made at attempt at a friendly chuckle, 

only it came out as a nervous and frightened. 

The snow thickened. It fell in big flakes like torn pieces 

of white tulle, shredded, misshapen. Within minutes the air 
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streaked with a sudden pall of white clumps blown diagonally 

across the dark mass of the woods. Wind whistled, slamming into 

the glass. 

Olesya recoiled. Her eyes met Mitya’s. 

Without speaking, they left the roomette and scurried off 

across the coach cars where the passengers, unsettled by this 

new misfortune, talked loudly between themselves and accosted 

the train attendants that handed out packets with snacks and 

plastic containers with lunches, cold, as the kitchen had no 

electricity to operate. 

The observation car, surprisingly, was empty, save for a 

quiet couple sitting at the very end of it, the same couple that 

Olesya saw kissing in the roomette when she walked behind 

Nastya. 

Olesya gasped, stopping in her tracks. 

The woman wore a red blouse. It was cheap chiffon piece 

bought probably in some second-hand store, printed with 

carnations of a darker shade, vermillion, tastelessly drawn in 

big splotches.  

“What is it?” Asked Mitya.  

Olesya hesitated, then walked back, approaching the couple 

directly and hoping her English pronunciation was good enough 

for them to understand her. “Excuse me,” she began. 

They turned to look at her, startled. 
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“Take it away.” Said Olesya, racking her brain for words. 

“Please. Take it away. Away.” 

The woman frowned. “What?” 

“This.” Olesya pointed to her blouse, unable to remember 

the word for it. “Take it away. Go.” She waved her hand, to show 

that the blouse needed to be discarded. “It’s red. It’s bad. 

Please. The train...” She didn’t know how to say. 

“What is it that you want?” Asked the man in an annoyed 

tone, his demeanor quickly turning hostile. 

Olesya tucked the lock of stray hair behind her ear, 

forcing herself not to hide behind it. She raised her arm and 

suddenly staggered backward, windmilling both arms for balance. 

A violent jolt racked the carriage.  

Olesya had enough time to throw a look at Mitya, when the 

whole train jerked, as if trying to free itself of something. A 

terrible screech of metal followed, the sound of something being 

wrenched apart. The couple leapt up from their seats and rushed 

to the doorway, pushing the door open and stepping into the 

passage between. 

“Stop!” Cried Olesya. “Stop!” 

They turned to look at her, the man behind the woman, when 

the cars separated. The rear half of the train that had the 

freight car and four coaches detached and began rolling 
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backward, picking up speed. The woman screamed, holding onto the 

handle, her bright blouse billowing in the wind. 

“Jenny!” With a cry of despair the man jumped onto the 

tracks, groaned on impact, pulled himself up and ran full pelt 

after the car. Olesya and Mitya dashed after him, but as soon as 

they reached the opening, a steel bar shot out of the wall and 

rammed across their path inches away from skewering them. The 

door slammed shut and locked. They bumped into the glass, 

staring out at the unfolding catastrophe.  

A terrible squall roared down the mountain slope, shaking 

the ground, and in the next moment, rumbling and accelerating as 

a strong and fast rush of a mountain river, a snowslide smote 

the woman off the narrow shelf she was standing on, derailing 

the car. Its wheels scraped the embankment and stopped, hanging 

over the edge. The man disappeared in the white mess. 

Olesya wrenched her gaze away, grabbing Mitya’s arm. 

“We need to get out of here. Get off this train! Now!” 

Mitya didn’t hear her, his hands on the steel bar in front 

of the door. “It closed itself. Did you see that? It closed 

itself...” 

A mixture of faint hope and an inchoate presentiment took 

hold of Olesya, prompted by a realization that to dance Serenade 

to the end she would need a partner. 

“Mitya...” she began. 
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“A blizzard!” Shouted a voice behind them. 

They spun around. 

“A blizzard is coming.” Galka ventured toward them, her 

face pale. Behind her walked Egor with Milena, Vika, Alla 

Borisovna, and more dancers. 

“They said the helicopter had to be sent back—” Galka 

stopped, seeing the grey expressions on Olesya’s and Mitya’s 

faces. “What?” 

“We’ve lost half a train.” Explained Mitya. “It separated 

for some reason and...” He motioned to the window. 

“What is this nonsense?” Began Alla Borisovna, the skin of 

her face pulled so tight, it threatened to tear any moment. 

“Excuse me. Let me through, please. Thank you.” The jolly 

train attendant in company with the head engineer parted the 

newly arrived crowd of the dancers, walking at a brisk pace to 

the end of the carriage.  

“I ask you to return to your rooms, please.” He said, his 

mustache twitching, his eyes on the door. “Jesus Crist! What in 

the world is going on?” 

“I will sue you!” Cried Alla Borisovna suddenly, pink 

splotches crawling up her ropy neck. “I will sue your company! 

You have caused deaths of two of my dancers! This is outrageous! 

We were supposed to be in Seattle yesterday! The work—the work 
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of my life! The years—” She stumbled on her words, too flustered 

to speak clearly. 

The engineer raised his hands in a placating gesture. 

“Ma’am, I understand you are upset. I apologize. We’re doing 

everything we can...” 

“Everything you can?” Her cry of woe picked up in 

intensity, overpowering the whistle of the wind outside. Her 

accent thickened. “Not enough! You’re doing not enough! I 

demand—” She stammered. 

The train blew the horn, signaling departure, and rattled 

forward, picking up pace.  

“What the hell is going on...” The engineer bolted back, 

weaving between dancers, the train attendant on his heels. 

Olesya took off after them, tugging on Mitya’s hand. 

“How did it happen?”—(someone asked in her ear)—“Were you 

really there?—It’s terrible, terrible—She pushed her, I tell 

you.” That last one was Milena’s remark, delivered to Egor. 

Olesya ignored them, her head tucked deep into her 

shoulders, making her way through the dining car to her sleeper, 

to her roomette, thankfully deserted, pulled Mitya in, and 

locked the door. 
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Chapter 17. Inside The Engine 

He must be in the locomotive, thought Olesya, or his head must 

be there. His brain. His center. Besides that, there are only 

three cars left: the sleeper, the diner, and the observation 

one. So there’s us, the TUBE staff, and that’s it. She stared at 

Mitya, unable to start speaking, not knowing where to begin, how 

to tell him, to explain to him that this train is possessed by 

her father, her dead father who demanded to see her dance, the 

wish he was robbed of. 

Mitya blinked, his questioning gaze resting on Olesya, on 

her hair, her chin, her mouth, her forehead. He avoided looking 

in her eyes, as if afraid to see the horror in them. 

“Mitya,” she said, “I need...to ask you something. A favor. 

If that’s okay with you?” 

“Sure.” He nodded. 

“I need...” she flicked her eyes to the window. “I need 

your help.” The way she said the last word, the weight of it, 

sat sullenly in the air, charged with darkness. 

The rhythm of the wheels changed, slowed. The train was 

listening in, and Olesya knew it. 
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Mitya swallowed. His Addams apple bobbed irregularly a few 

times. “What kind of...help?” 

They shared a look that said they wanted to talk about the 

tragedy they have witnessed but didn’t have the courage, shaken, 

needing time to think. A long time.  

We don’t have the time, thought Olesya. 

I don’t understand this, thought Mitya. Three accidents in 

a row, two of them fatal. It...it seems to have a pattern. And 

that rod...was it automatic? His eyes flashed with doubt, and 

Olesya sensed what he meant. 

These were no accidents, she thought and gave him a slight 

shake of her head. 

Do you know something I don’t? His eyes asked. 

Will you listen to me if I tell you? 

The rumble under their feet cooled to mere slogging, 

inching forward.  

“I need to...” she said aloud, “to go through everyone’s 

luggage and...throw out anything that’s red and—” she raised a 

hand, to stop him from speaking. “Please, don’t. Not right now. 

Not yet. I’ll explain later.” She passed out a shaky exhale. “I 

need to dance Serenade with you, the whole thing. Outside,” she 

motioned, “somewhere, because we don’t have the freight car 

anymore and there is no room inside.” The absurdity of her 

request struck her and she fell silent. 
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Mitya tilted his head, visibly confused. “Red? What?” 

Olesya winced. “It’s too long to explain. I will, just not 

right now. I’m sorry. Can you simply...trust me? It’s important. 

I’m not a thief or anything like that, it’s just that...” She 

wanted to add, the train kills anyone who wears red, but didn’t. 

Couldn’t. 

“You’re reading Anna Karenina?” Asked Mitya to divert the 

topic of conversation and hide his embarrassment. He picked up 

the thick tome from the seat and opened it at random. 

“‘...there was something standing in the bedroom, in the 

corner.’” He raised his eyes at her. “Oh, this sounds scary,” 

and continued, taken by the story and blithely ignoring Olesya’s 

consternation. “‘And this something turned, and I saw it was a 

muzhik with a disheveled beard, small and frightening. I wanted 

to run away, but he bent over a sack and rummaged in it with his 

hands...’”  

“Mitya, please.” Olesya placed a hand on the page. “I need 

you to listen to me.” There were tears of desperation in her 

voice, and he stopped abruptly. 

“I’m sorry.” He shut the book and put it back behind the 

folding table partition. 

Olesya wetted her lips, the drumming of her heart making 

her hands tremble. “What if...what if you saw something that 

theoretically couldn’t exist?” 
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“Like what?” 

“Before I tell you, promise me you will try your hardest to 

simply listen. Don’t try to question it or to categorize it into 

anything, simply...listen. Can you do that?” 

Mitya shifted to the edge of the seat, taken by curiosity. 

“Sure. I can do that.” 

“What if I told you that after Nastya was taken to the 

hospital,” the picture of Nastya hanging upside down and banging 

her head on the door flashed in front of Olesya’s eyes and she 

shuddered. 

Mitya’s brows went up. 

“What if I told you that I’ve seen Nastya. Here, on the 

train, although I know she couldn’t possibly be here. Would you 

believe me?” Olesya held her breath. A film of moisture broke 

out on her palms and she inconspicuously fisted her skirt, to 

wipe them dry. 

“Nastya?” Mitya’s lips parted. “Did they let her go or 

something?” 

“You’re not listening.” Olesya almost wailed. “Please, I 

can’t do this alone.” 

There was a knock on the door, and Olesya jumped, 

immediately thinking Nastya was back. 

“Knock, knock, can we come in?” The door swished open, and 

the faces of Egor and Milena popped in. 
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Olesya frowned. She distinctly remembered having placed the 

latch on top of the hook. Then how were they able to open it 

from the outside? 

“Mind if we join you?” Egor squeezed in.  

Milena hung on his arm, a guise of sorrow over her friend 

carefully arranged on her features. 

“What a terrible tragedy!” She said and tossed her head 

theatrically, shaking out her wavy locks and passing a manicured 

hand through them. “I can’t believe it. I simply can’t believe 

it. I knew her since...since we started...” she demonstratively 

choked, as if incapable of uttering any more words, and dabbed 

her eyes with a tissue that has magically appeared in her hand. 

Or maybe it was there to begin with, taken out and fisted in 

advance.  

Olesya involuntarily imagined Milena wearing a red blazer 

instead of the yellow one, and this wish mortified her. But what 

mortified her more was the closeness of Egor. He kneeled on the 

floor next to her, tucking his legs under and placing a hand on 

Olesya’s knee. 

Her heart did a summersault and dropped. 

“How are you doing? You must be shaken to your core.” He 

peered into her face, and Olesya blushed crimson. The past 

resolutions to wipe him out of her system, to abolish him, to 
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give up and forget and root out this stupid infatuation, 

everything vanished in an instant. 

“So what happened, exactly? We can’t get anything out of 

Alla Borisovna. She’s in a bad way.” He squeezed her knee. 

Mitya sat straighter, his glaring eyes on Egor’s hand, a 

muscle twitching on his cheek. “I’ll go.” He suddenly said, 

standing. 

“How sweet of you to give up your seat to a lady.” Said 

Milena and quickly slid into his place. 

“Mitya, wait!” Olesya reached out to snatch his arm, but he 

was already out the door. “Mitya!” She shook off Egor’s hand and 

dashed out. The corridor curved Mitya’s back out of her sight, 

and she sprinted after him. “Mitya!” 

She bumped into him at the locked passage into the 

locomotive. Only staff was allowed beyond this point, and so it 

said in large letters on the plaque affixed to the wall. 

Mitya threw a glance at her, and the pain of it struck her. 

“Is that what you think? Is that what you think I am?” He asked, 

and Olesya noticed with astonishment that he was crying.  

“What?” She asked, stepping back. “What is that I think?” 

“Is that why you asked me?” he sniffled and wiped his nose 

with the back of his hand. “‘Mitya, do this. Mitya, do that. 

You’re like the rest of them, you’re...’” He dropped his gaze to 
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the floor. “I thought...I thought you were different. I 

thought...” 

“I’m sorry.” Mumbled Olesya. “I don’t understand.” 

“Of course you don’t. Why would you? What am I for you? 

Nothing. You don’t even notice me. And now that you need 

something, well, there is always Mitya. Let’s ask him, the dumb 

idiot. The dog. Why, he’ll do anything you say. Any stupid shit 

you ask him, he will do.’” 

“No,” whispered Olesya. “No, no, no. That’s not it at all.” 

“It’s okay.” He stood tall, forcing his crumpled interior 

in, pushing it, until it was gone. “I don’t mind. I’m used to 

it.” He shrugged, that open space that he dared to uncover 

firmly closed. 

Irritation tingled Olesya all over. “It has nothing to do 

with you.” She pressed her lips together. 

“Of course not. It never does. It’s always—” 

“Stop! You don’t know what you’re saying!” She trembled 

with sudden anger. “We’re in danger, don’t you understand? And 

you’re worried about your own pitiful self. How can you not see? 

How can you...why I am...” she threw up her hands. “Why I am 

even trying. It’s my problem, not yours, so why do I even...” 

She shook her head and was about to walk off, when Mitya 

grabbed her hand. “What is it?” 

“I will tell you if you will listen.” 
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The door to the passage suddenly swished open.  

“You can’t be here,” snapped the head engineer. “I ask you 

to please go to your room. What room number are you in?” He 

spoke very fast, and Olesya could tell something troubled him. 

“This one.” She tried the door to the left and stepped in, 

Mitya after her. 

“What are you doing?” He asked with his lips only. 

Olesya put a finger to her lips and looked around. They 

were in Vika’s and Lida’s room, their things strewn all over, 

even on the floor, in a heap. Without a word, Olesya set to 

work. She pulled the checkered duffel bag off the side shelf and 

unzipped it, rummaging inside. 

“Come on, help me.” She shoved the bag into Mitya’s 

unresisting hands and started on another one, upturning it and 

tossing the contents on the seat. 

Mitya obediently plunged his hand inside and the first 

thing he pulled out was a lacy bra, coral, with skimpy straps. 

He stared at it. “Is this...red enough?” 

Olesya flung her head around and seeing the puzzled 

expression on his face she snatched it out of his hand, a corner 

of her mouth twisting up. “Yes. Anything reddish put in one 

pile. Quick. They can come back any minute.” And she froze, 

listening. 

Talking in the corridor.  
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“Where did they go?” Milena’s glamorous drawl. 

“I thought they were here.” Answered Egor’s voice. 

“Well, so much for your tactic.” 

“What do you suggest? We turn her upside down and shake the 

information out of her?” 

“And why not?” A giggle. “Having her hang out of the moving 

train should do it.” 

“You’re cruel, you know that?” 

“Oh, you love it.” 

Sounds of kissing, and then a thump against the door.  

“Not here, Egor. Are you out of your mind?” 

“I don’t care.” Panting and jostling. 

Olesya stared at the door, then slowly shifted her gaze to 

Mitya. Patchy splotches of color rose up his neck, and he 

swallowed, his eyes dropping to Olesya’s breasts and quickly 

snapping up. 

There were noises of struggle, hurried footsteps, and 

silence. Olesya let out the air she was holding and continued 

looking through, wadding what she has found into a ball, which 

wasn’t much. 

“You got anything?” She asked Mitya. 

“Why are we doing this again?” He asked stupidly, showing 

her a collection of underwear. 
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“Good. Let’s get out of here before we get caught.” She 

pressed her ear to the curtain, and, with a beating heart, slid 

the door open. 

The corridor was deserted. Olesya beckoned for Mitya and 

lurked into the roomette across.  

They have raided it, finding only a towel with red stripes, 

some pajamas, and a couple shirts. Olesya emptied makeup bags 

and scooped all lipstick into her pocket without bothering to 

check the color. They turned to the door, when there were voices 

again in the hallway, coming near them. 

They froze. 

Alla Borisovna called Olesya’s name and knocked. Waited. 

Called again. The murmur of dancers intermixed with her 

vexation. 

Mitya pressed his face to her Olesya’s ear and whispered, 

“You know how strange this will look if—” 

She put a finger across her lips, silencing him. The 

trembling of excitement that passed his body didn’t escape her. 

It was different when they danced. The touch, the closeness. 

This was new, and she knew that he wanted her. It stirred 

familiar revulsion and a strange appreciation that Olesya feared 

would grow into more than that. She withdrew, and they listened 

together until the steps receded. 
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She flung the door open and, sensing a cold whiff of air 

drifting along the floor, pointed to the locomotive. “There.” 

“But it’s off limits,” protested Mitya. 

Olesya didn’t listen, drawn to the engine like to the 

magnet. The corridor curved, and she was upon it. The door stood 

ajar, yawning, as if inviting her in. She halted. Mitya bumped 

into her from behind, and Olesya crossed the threshold. 

In the gloom of faint light seeping through the slits of 

the grille shone curves and bellies of the engine parts, pipes, 

tubs, cisterns. To the right a narrow pathway led ahead into the 

depth of the engine compartment. A single light bulb encased in 

wire mesh shone cancerous yellow.  

The place thrummed with life. It was warm. It was pulsing. 

It emanated energy.  

“What now?” Asked Mitya over her head, and Olesya gasped. 

“Don’t scare me like that, please.” She tiptoed and tucked 

the heap of clothes into the gap between a large round tank 

where some liquid sloshed around and a round pipe. Her hand 

brushed the metal and she tore it away. It was hot, scorching 

hot.  

“Here,” she pointed, “just shove it in.” 

Mitya pushed the bundle into the same gap and wiped his 

hands. “Are we done now?” 
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Olesya held onto the doorframe, terrified that the door 

might close any moment and trap them inside. “Yes, yes, please. 

Let’s go.” 

When they stepped out, she immediately felt relief, as if 

the air was lighter and the temperature milder. The warmth 

behind her tugged on her, with greedy fingers, pulled on her 

skirt, as if unwilling to part. And she thought she could hear a 

heartbeat. In the quiet rumble of the idle engine she heard a 

pattern.  

It was breathing.  

Unnerved, Olesya lunged away from it and bumped her foot 

into a corner. 

“Ow!” She cried, bending, tears springing up in her eyes. 

“Are you okay?” Asked Mitya. 

“My toe.” She set her teeth. 

“Olesya?” Masha stuck out her head from their roomette. 

“Where did you guys go? Alla Borisovna was looking everywhere 

for you. Looks like we’re stuck here for a while.” She made a 

face, squishing her fat lips one on top of another. Her childish 

countenance and round shoulders. Alla Borisovna demanded her to 

lose more weight, but no matter how thin Masha got, her 

shoulders stayed fleshy and round. This prevented her from ever 

becoming a prima ballerina. She knew it and still stayed with 

the company, planning to become a dance teacher one day. She 
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held out something in her small hand. “I think you got a call. 

It broke through, surprisingly.” 

Olesya took it out of her hand, expecting to see Nastya’s 

number on the screen, but it was an unknown one. She checked the 

connection—one bar. 

“I’ll be in my room, if you need me.” Said Mitya hastily 

and passed by, brushing her hand with his.  

Olesya glanced up gratefully and dialed her voicemail. 
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Chapter 18. The Big Sister 

Olesya’s skin prickled. She placed the phone to her ear and 

listened to the faint signal, half-expecting to hear her 

father’s dead voice. Instead it was her mother, talking slowly, 

obviously making a tremendous effort to sound calm and composed.  

“Olesya, it’s mama.” She began. Paused. Took a breath. “The 

question you asked, about red color...I should’ve told you this 

long ago, but we agreed with your papa to never mention it. He 

was going to tell you himself, but that day has never arrived, 

and I kept putting it off, thinking, another year, let her grow 

up, let her mature. Maybe next year would be a good time. And 

then you were out of the house and, well, here we are.” Another 

pause, longer this time. “Maybe this is for the better, so say 

it over the phone, without seeing your face.” A beat. “It’s 

still hard for me. So many years have passed. I tried to forget. 

I buried it. I thought I did. But of course, I didn’t. It’s 

still in me. How can I...?” A stifled sob. 

Olesya gripped the phone so hard, her knuckles turned 

white. 

“Olesya. You had an older sister.” 

Sister? 
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Olesya’s heart stilled. 

“She died before you were born. Your father thought it was 

his fault, but it wasn’t, it wasn’t.” A sob racked her voice, 

and she stopped. Blew her nose. Continued. “I’m sorry, it’s hard 

for me to talk about this. We agreed to never mention it. It was 

a mistake, I think, to hide it from you. Please forgive me. 

Forgive us. She...” A heavy sigh. “She was hit by a train.” 

Olesya’s legs folded and she slowly slid to the floor. 

“There were train tracks running by our old house. You’ve 

never been there. We moved after it happened. She was five. She 

wore...” A sharp intake of air. “She wore a red dress,” her 

mother was crying now. “Your grandmother crocheted it for her 

fifth birthday. It had little cap sleeves and a full skirt. She 

loved it. Oh, she loved it very much. They set out for a walk, 

with your papa, to go explore. You know how he was, showing off 

what he knew about trains to everyone. And—” 

Masha was telling Olesya something, and there stood Alla 

Borisovna behind her and a train attendant, urging her to get 

off the floor and out of everyone’s way, but she couldn’t move, 

staring at them, unseeing, unfeeling. 

“They have found some wild strawberries in the grove by the 

tracks and were picking them, and your papa got carried away. He 

didn’t look for her for a few minutes, and Tanechka—that was her 

name—Tanechka ran off. She heard the train rumble, and—” 



Anske / TUBE / 202 

“Miss, I’m sorry, but can you—” 

“No!” Cried Olesya, waving her hand. The phone slipped out 

of her clammy fingers and rolled on the carpet. She snatched it, 

pressed it to her ear. There was nothing. Silence. She glanced 

at the bars. 

NO SERVICE. 

“Why? Why did you do this?” She asked tearfully in Russian. 

“What do you want from me?” 

The attendant smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, miss, but 

you can’t sit here. You need to—” 

Olesya pushed him away and stumbled off, elbowing Alla 

Borisovna and pushing through dancers that congregated in the 

hallway. She didn’t know where she was running, didn’t look, her 

eyes brimming, her chest tense with grief. It all made sense, 

her mama’s coldness, the looks her parents passed, those 

unspoken messages she thought were some secrets, her 

grandmother’s unwillingness to knit her any clothes no matter 

how much she pleaded, and her father’s hate of anything red. He 

must have found her sister’s little body, mangled on the tracks, 

bloody, wrapped in her beautiful red dress. 

Tanechka, thought Olesya, little Tanechka. 

She stumbled into the observation car, leaned her head on 

the cold glass and let go. Hot water cursed down her cheeks, 

dropped from her chin, splashed on the floor. She was crying, 
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and the window absorbed her tears. New tears formed on it, tiny 

droplets of condensation. A few at first, then more and more, 

joining each other, overflowing, zigzagging down, wetting 

Olesya’s shirt. She leaned away and looked up. 

White blizzard roared behind the windows. 

And the train was crying. It was crying with her. 

“Papa,” she said. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, papa.”  

She reached out and stroked it, smearing the water on the 

glass, her nose running, face wet. She held out both arms and 

spread them apart, flattening herself against the window, trying 

to hold it, feel it. 

She didn’t know for how long she stood like this. She only 

knew that they cried together for that little girl, her big 

sister she had never met. The daughter her papa loved and lost. 

At one point Olesya heard herself speak. “Is that why...” 

she sniffled, “you kill anyone who wears red? You punish 

them...for living? When your little girl couldn’t? Is that it?” 

The carriage shook in response. A terrible shudder went 

through its walls, then a screech, as if every metal part in the 

whole train grated against another, as if something opened in 

it, a wound, and it blew its horn, a volley of wails that 

penetrated everything living. Olesya tore her hands away from 

the window and covered her ears. 

Someone tapped on her shoulder. 
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She spun around. 

“Olesya?” Katya stared at her, at her puffy eyes and blank 

expression in them. “Alla Borisovna says you’re not well and you 

need to go back to your roomette. She asked me to fetch you. 

Frankly, I agree with her. I don’t think it’s such a good idea 

to be running around, especially with everything that’s been 

going on. It’s not safe. Come.”  

She offered Olesya a hand, insistent, studious, saying with 

her gesture that she wouldn’t quit pestering Olesya until she 

yielded. Her hair was pulled back into a neat bun. A scarlet 

ribbon circled her head, accenting the glow of her lovely 

cheeks. 

Olesya paled. 

So sudden was the change in her face, so dreadful, that 

Katya instinctively recoiled, drawing back.  

“No.” Said Olesya. “No-no-no. Take it off. Take it off!” 

Shaking, she reached out for the headband. 

Katya scowled, touching her hair. “What? What is it? Does 

it look bad?” 

Abandoning caution, Olesya swiped at it and missed, her 

limbs not listening to her brain. Surprised, Katya didn’t react 

at first, but then pressed both palms on her head as if holding 

on to it and took a step back. “What are you doing?” 
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“Please. Take it off!” Olesya sprung at Katya, who backed 

off and bumped into the refrigerating unit that stood by the 

snack bar, two heavy metal boxes stacked on top of it. She 

raised both arms in a protective gesture. “What is wrong with 

you? What do you want from me? Let me be!” She sidestepped to 

the right. Olesya blocked her. Their hands clasped and they bent 

like two willows, locked in an awkward hold, neither daring to 

break it, both of them equally strong. 

“What’s that I see?” Said a voice. “A girl fight?” 

Pushkin and Yanchik strolled to them, hands driven in 

pockets. 

“Oh, blindness, take me!” Exclaimed Pushkin in a false 

poetically agitated tone. “I cannot fathom the passion that must 

have driven two such elegant creatures to resort to their fists. 

We have been given language for a reason, ladies.” He pulled a 

playful grimace of distaste, but seeing the seriousness of the 

struggle, quickly changed his demeanor. “Ladies? What happened? 

May we help you resolve your dispute?” 

Olesya’s fingers were tightly twined in Katya’s hair. She 

succeeded in pulling the headband off, but now it hung around 

Katya’s neck like a limp necklace, and she struggled to rip it 

off or untie it. 
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“You’re crazy! What’s gotten into you? Get off me!” Cried 

Katya, pushing at Olesya’s face, clumsily, not willing or not 

knowing how to fight. 

“Guys, help me!” Called Olesya. “Please! Help me get it 

off!” 

Pushkin and Yanchik approached cautiously, exchanging 

nervous glances. 

“What the hell are you doing, Olesya?” Asked Yanchik. “I 

thought the old bitch was the only one out of her mind. For 

God’s sake, let her go.”  

They came within a pace of struggling ballerinas and 

halted, looking out the windows with disquiet. 

The blizzard whistled dangerously. A growl sputtered out 

its midst, and a savage blast of wind slammed into the car. It 

jerked under the blow, momentarily lifted an inch or so, 

balancing on one line of wheels only, and dropped back on the 

rails, making them ring from impact. Already sitting at a 

dangerous angle, the top metal box shifted, careened, hung in 

the air for a fraction of a second, pitched over and fell, 

striking Katya’s head with a corner and tumbling sideways to her 

feet with a muffled thump. 

Olesya’s throat locked. The scream rose and died by her 

teeth. The ribbon slipped out of her fingers. 
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Katya’s eyes widened in surprise. She toppled like a cut 

flower and folded on top of the box, her arms crossed, her head 

resting on them as if sleeping. Nothing looked out of the 

ordinary except a thin trickle of blood staining her hair, so 

lovingly brushed and smoothed into a bun. 

“Katya.” Said Olesya and fell to the floor. “Katya?” 

She touched her shoulder and shook it. Yanchik rudely 

pushed her aside. Both hands under Katya’s arms, he lifted and 

turned her over. Her widened eyes, frozen in that confused 

surprise, stared at the ceiling. Unmoving. 

“My God. What is this. It can’t be. Katya!” Yanchik placed 

a finger on her neck, searching for the pulse, then on her 

wrist. Pressed his ear to her chest, listening. 

“It’s no use,” said Pushkin gravely. “She’s gone.” 

They looked down at her silently. The blaring of the wind 

seized, as if mourning together with them. 

Suddenly Yanchik leapt to his feet. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” He shouted in Olesya’s 

face. “What did you do? You see what you did? See?” He painfully 

clasp her around the ribcage and threw her on the bench by one 

of the tables. 

“I didn’t do anything,” mumbled Olesya, terrified. She had 

never seen him outraged like this before. He was prone to anger 

fits after getting drunk, but never like this. 
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His face turned dark, he was trembling with rage. “It’s 

your fault! Your fucking fault! Everywhere you go, you cause a 

disaster! First Nastya, then Larisa, Inga, and now Katya!” He 

counted them off on his fingers, and seeing four of them bent, a 

change overcame him. There was fear in his eyes, fear of the 

frail girl who sat on the bench, trembling. 

“You jinxed her.” His face contorted in a vise of fear, the 

ancient pagan fear of mediums. 

“Calm down.” Pushkin tried to placate him. “It was an 

accident, you saw it. Let’s call on someone.” 

“An accident? Right. I don’t believe it for a second. She 

did it.” Yanchik extended a contemptuous finger at Olesya, 

saliva gathering in the corners of his mouth. “I tell you, she 

jinxed her. She has an evil eye.” He would’ve continued, if not 

for the jolly train attendant who appeared behind them. 

“Excuse me, I will have to ask you to return to your rooms 

and stay there until further notice. We are setting the 

observation car off limits as it is...” He trailed off, staring 

down at Katya’s body. 

“Jesus Christ, what happened here?” His frightened eyes 

roved over the dancers, pausing on one then on another, then 

finally settling on Olesya who pressed herself into the wall, 

her whole body shaking uncontrollably. 

Yanchik raised his eyes at Olesya and didn’t say anything.  
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“This box,” began Pushkin, pointing, “it was there.” He 

pointed at the refrigerator, “and it boom!” He mimicked it 

falling on Katya and spread his arms, as if apologizing for his 

not so stellar English. 

“I see. Well, I’ll have to summon you for questioning, I 

guess.” He pushed his cap up his balding head and pinched the 

bridge of his nose. Purplish bags hung under his eyes. He closed 

them for a second, worn out. “Nothing like this has ever 

happened in all my years of working for TUBE.” He spoke to 

himself rather than to the dancers. 

“Olesya?” Mitya rushed to them, upset by something. “I 

thought you might be here. I’m sorry I was...” he gaped at the 

scene, slowly comprehending what has happened, passing his eyes 

from face to face then down to Katya, the red ribbon around her 

neck, and back up to Olesya, a flicker of understanding flashing 

in them. 

“We didn’t get that one, did we?” He croaked. 

A surge of hope stirred in Olesya. She smiled weakly. “No, 

we didn’t.” 

Mitya’s face worked. He parted his lips and pressed them 

together again. 

The attendant straightened with a groan, a hand on the 

small of his back. “Your names? Room numbers?” 



Anske / TUBE / 210 

One by one they gave him the information, and he closed his 

eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose again. “Thank you. I 

appreciate your cooperation. On behalf of TUBE,” he sighed, 

squeezing out the words with tremendous effort, “I apologize for 

the terrible events you had to endure. We will most likely have 

to stay here overnight and wait for the blizzard to be over. Now 

I will ask you to leave. Go.” He waved at them tiredly. “Wait in 

your rooms, please. Someone will most likely come and question 

you regarding,” he made himself look down, “the accident.” 

Yanchik was first to leave, Pushkin on his heels. 

Mitya waited wordlessly for Olesya to scramble out.  

She walked slowly, throwing back glances over her shoulder, 

watching the attendant scratch under his cap and peer down, 

evidently unsure what to do. At last, resolved, he took off his 

uniform jacket and draped it over Katya’s body, turning to 

leave. 

“Go, go.” He waved to the dancers, and they stepped into 

the dining car, from which two servers rushed past them, from 

the look on their faces already aware of what happened. 

Yanchik waved his hands animatedly, explaining in the 

broken English how the box fell right on Katya’s head, how it 

struck her, and paused mid-sentence, his eyes poised on Olesya, 

a mistrustful fire blazing in them. 

Olesya dropped her gaze and squeezed past. 
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She noticed collective movement. People parted around her 

like around something disgusting, something that shouldn’t be 

touched lest you could get infected, a walking disease, the girl 

who caused lethal accidents. She sensed their uneasy stares on 

her back and flinched, a familiar feeling rising in her from 

long recesses of childhood. The taunting, the teasing, the cruel 

meanness with which she was despised and misunderstood and 

shunned. 

“Papa, I will dance for you,” she said under her breath. “I 

will dance for you and you will end this carnage.” There was a 

new iron conviction in her voice, and as she stepped into the 

passage between the diner and the sleeper, it rustled 

appreciatively, the accordion membranes wobbling, the steel 

floor plates grating against each other. 

Mitya was telling her something. 

Milena and Vika met her in the corridor, their lips 

opening, eyes glistening, hands gesticulating.  

Galka shook her head. Lida stuck hers out of the door, 

peaking at Olesya with a displeased expression on her bland 

face. 

Lana, Karina, Nina, Sveta, and Makar huddled in the big 

room, talking animatedly, Makar flushed in the presence of four 

women surrounding him, in his element. They all hushed as they 

saw Olesya walk by. 
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The head engineer and one other attendant asked her 

something sternly. 

Masha stepped out of her roomette, firing a question after 

question at Olesya. 

She purposefully blocked them out of her field of hearing, 

overwhelmed, exhausted, and yet sharply attuned to the train’s 

pulsing, throbbing presence and any patch or even a dot of red 

she spotted. There was nothing.  

The voices blended into a drone that got under Olesya’s 

skin, chafing her raw. She winced, stopping her ears, and once 

inside her room, sunk into the seat. 

Across her sat Alla Borisovna.  

“Olesya,” she said, her chin trembling. “We need to talk.” 

Olesya closed her eyes, muttering, “please, please, not 

right now. I’m tired. I can’t take this anymore. I need to be 

alone. Can you make them leave me alone?” She didn’t notice how 

she switched from talking to herself to talking to the train. 

“Papa, I need to rest, before my performance. I want to give you 

my best...I want to...please, make them leave. Can you make 

them—” She paused, disturbed by the change of the sound around 

her, of the way her voice parted air. 

She spoke into silence. 

Olesya opened her eyes. 
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She was alone in her roomette. On the opposite seat someone 

laid out her ballet costume: the leotard, the tulle skirt, the 

stockings, the pointe shoes. Her toy locomotive sat on top of 

the unfolded table, next to Anna Karenina opened on the page she 

stopped on. The curtains were drawn apart and tied with blue 

ribbons, the signature TUBE color. 

It was as if her father did it when she was little. Before 

each practice he made sure everything was clean and folded for 

her. He rode the metro with her to the class, sat in the 

vestibule reading a book—as it was forbidden for the parents to 

see the performance that the children were preparing for them as 

a surprise—and took her back home when it was over. 

Olesya noticed the stillness.  

The blizzard has stopped. It was unnaturally quiet.  

The train was buried under mounds of fresh snow. Grains of 

it, glittering like sprinkles of mica, shrouded the window on 

all four sides, leaving a round opening in the middle, like a 

peephole out into winter. Olesya pressed her nose to the frozen 

glass, trying to make out anything in the whiteness and 

couldn’t. She stared at it until her eyes hurt and the air 

suffused with early twilight, granting her outlines of the 

distant mountains and nearby treetops completely encased in 

snow, a thick mantle of cold. 

She threw herself back into the seat. 
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“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you, papa.” 

Her eyes fell on the book and, wishing to disappear from 

the dread of reality for at least some time, she picked it and 

began reading. 
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Chapter 19. The Dead Ballerinas 

Time passed quickly. Absorbed in the story, Olesya has detached 

from her surroundings, breathing the air Anna Karenina was 

breathing, walking with her, thinking with her, imagining the 

scenes she took part in so vividly, she could hear them, see 

them, smell them. She was supposed to read the book in school, 

but her ballet practice interrupted one day, and she never 

finished it. In preparing for the trip she packed it last 

minute, thinking it would be the perfect opportunity to 

experience it for the first time.  

She moved her lips while reading, soundlessly enunciating 

each word, something her father always made fun of. And then a 

passage stumped her. She jolted with shock of coincidence, her 

finger pressed to the line, heart pounding. She skipped back to 

the beginning of the paragraph and read it aloud. 

“‘She had completely forgotten where and why she was going, 

and only with great effort was able to understand the question. 

‘Yes,’ she said, handing him her purse and, with her small red 

bag on her arm, she got out of the carriage.’” 
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Olesya leaned back, closing the book. “Small red bag,” she 

repeated. “She will die. She will die under the train. This 

is...this is just like...” 

She noticed the cold. A plume of warm air escaped her 

mouth. Her toes curled, chilled to the bone.  

“The electricity must be off.” It sounded strange, her 

voice, as if unused for years, gritty. She pushed her hair 

behind her ears and tried the lamp switch. Click-click. The 

light didn’t go on. The bulb glinted blue in the diminishing 

daylight. “What time is it?” Olesya reached for her phone and 

pushed the button. The battery was dead. The black screen 

reflected her astonished face. She rubbed her hands and arms, 

suddenly wishing to take back her request for solitude. The 

previously felt pity and compassion for the train had left her, 

replaced with a sense of foreboding. Ominous. Unhealthy. 

She reached for the door, halted. Her hand hung in the air. 

Her eyes on the curtain, the crimped indigo curtain. The longer 

she stared at it, the more a crippling hollowness spread 

throughout her midsection, until she thought she had no stomach 

but an empty hole that gradually filled with the poison of 

horror. 

Do it, come on, do it. 

She quickly tore the curtain open. Darkness of the corridor 

behind it. She tried the hook. It wouldn’t budge. The door was 
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locked, and she understood that it wouldn’t unlock until the 

train deemed it necessary for its purpose, whatever it was. 

I’m in this train’s possession. I’m its prisoner. It does 

what it likes with me. And it’s crazy, it’s batshit crazy. 

Olesya conned the room with her eyes, looking for any sign of a 

presence, not sure herself what it was she expected to see. A 

face? An apparition? Her dead father’s voice leeching out of the 

intercom and acquiring a palpable shape? 

She shuddered.  

It’s not my papa, not anymore. I don’t know what it is, but 

I do know what it’s capable of. It’s capable of killing, and its 

not done yet. How many people have to perish to satisfy it? And 

what about me? After it’s done toying with me, why should it 

keep me alive? 

Olesya couldn’t find a valid reason within herself, and the 

possibility of her own death scared her out of her dreamy 

reverie. She was so enamored with the idea of her papa caring 

for her like when she was little, memories swept her so far out 

of logical thinking, that the other side of the equation escaped 

her mind, and now it reared its ugly head.  

Olesya shrunk into the seat, peeking out the window. 

Outside a steady whine of the wind droned, uninterrupted, 

like soporific wintry music. Suddenly there was a light patter 
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of feet. It disturbed the pattern of sounds with distinct steps, 

quick precise steps of a ballet dancer. 

That hole that Olesya felt growing in her midriff dropped, 

leaving a terrible nothing in its place, and that nothing 

flooded with dread of what was about to come. 

Someone...someone is outside. But how can they...in this 

weather...it’s suicide...  

Movement. She thought she caught movement out of the corner 

of her eye, but when she looked at that spot, there was nothing 

there except endless snowdrifts. Just as she began to relax, the 

steps appeared again, from the other side, more pronounced this 

time, aided with hushed giggling. Whoever made the noise cupped 

her hand over her mouth so as not to be heard. It was a she. 

Olesya strained her eyes. 

Nothing. 

Her heart pounded in her ears. 

Who is it...who could it be? 

A hand slammed into the glass from outside, leaving a 

print, and was gone. Olesya recoiled, stifling a shriek. Her 

heart accelerated, thumping irregularly and painfully. She 

fought the desire to close her eyes and hide under the unfolded 

table. A breath, another, an intake of air, and she was looking 

outside again. 
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Over the embankment encased in white ran a series of 

footprints, not one but two or three. It was hard to tell. They 

crisscrossed each other in a definite pattern. 

It’s...our steps...someone is dancing Serenade. 

Whenever they learned a complicated pas de deux or grand 

pas or a particularly intricate billabile, Alla Borisovna traced 

the steps in chalk on the floor so they could follow the lines 

and memorize the sequence like a stage map, to recall later and 

follow it without a hitch. She prided herself on her dancers’ 

purity and synchronicity, something that was extremely hard to 

achieve in corps de ballet of more than twenty dancers. Their 

feet mashed the chalk with the dust on the floor, creating a 

reticulation of furrows and wrinkles. 

And that was what Olesya saw, only imprinted in the snow. 

Dots, dashes, poxy depressions on the face of the frosted shelf 

that curved into the hazy abyss several yards away from the 

railway mound. 

“The opening act,” she muttered, unaware of herself 

speaking aloud. “Me, Nastya, Larisa, Inga, Katya...” An 

onslaught of goosepimples surged up Olesya’s arms. She was 

already cold and didn’t think it was possible to get any colder, 

not just from outside but from inside too, deep inside her gut. 

“I know whom you’re killing next,” she whispered to the 

train. 
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According to Balanchine’s choreography Serenade started off 

with seventeen ballerinas with upturned hands to the moonlight, 

standing solemnly dispersed through the stage. In Alla 

Borisovna’s “strictly Russian understanding of Tchaikovsky,” as 

she liked to say, the dancers strolled onstage one by one, like 

peahens, arms outstretched and curved as pinions, legs pointed, 

step light, very much in tradition of the Russian folk dances 

where it seemed like the girls floated over the ground, the 

barely perceptible trot of their feet invisible under the 

billowing skirts. 

Olesya opened the first movement. After her stepped Nastya, 

then Larisa, Inga, Katya— 

“Yanchik.” Olesya’s lips peeled back from her teeth in a 

grimace of utter horror. “You’re killing them in the dancing 

order? To...to...” But she couldn’t say what it was, couldn’t 

put it into words, sensing only a vague picture of the outcome, 

of what precisely it was that the train desired. “Why did you 

let Nastya escape?” 

Faint music began seeping from under the seat, through the 

holes of the intercom. It poured from every orifice of the 

roomette, accented by the whine of the wind that picked up 

outside, thrashing against the glass. The window-panes laced 

over with a tracery of frost. It glittered in spirals, offering 
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a glimpse into the theater of what Olesya was soon to 

participate in.  

Are they...are they there? Practicing? There, waiting for 

me to lead them?  

Her jaw slack, she peered into the window once more and 

shrieked. 

Larisa’s dreamy eyes, glassy and unfocused, appeared on the 

other side of the window. She floated in air, bobbing slightly, 

dressed fully for the performance in her leotard and tulle 

skirt. She smiled and with a sigh floated off.  

Petrified, Olesya sat frozen, staring. 

Inga appeared next, waving to her, beckoning. “Come,” she 

said with her bluish lips, “come. We’re waiting.” Katya called 

on her, and Inga drifted off. Their three figures huddled by the 

edge of the precipice, concave, the back of the stage with a 

drop of several miles as its prime decoration. Keen wind picked 

up snowdust and swirled it in swathes, stripping the black 

silhouettes of the trees to their naked branches. 

“The clothes...” said Olesya, her throat painfully dry. 

“The clothes we gathered...” 

Every article of red they managed to procure with Mitya 

hung in garlands on the branches like bizarre accent 

decorations, strikingly red against the silvery background, 

splotches of color in the frozen mess of death. 
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Like strange torn flowers. Like mangled fruit. Like...like 

drops of splattered blood, or like... Olesya gulped. Like 

clothes blasted off someone who got hit by a train. 

The music intensified, urgent, demanding, and the carpet 

underneath Olesya’s feet got impatient. It bulged and throbbed, 

sending jolts of shock up her legs. She lifted them up. Her seat 

stiffened and ejected her to the floor. She tumbled down, her 

ballet attire on top of her.  

With numb fingers Olesya began undressing, first tears 

falling on her cheeks despite her efforts to hold them back. 

Tears of frustration, helplessness, and terror, sheer terror of 

having to face the cold and the dead dancers. 

I don’t want to do this...I don’t want to...I don’t want 

to...but what choice do I have? If I refuse, will it crush me to 

death? Mash me between carriages? Pin me with a door? 

Her thoughts turned to the engine, the hot metal she 

touched, and she began changing faster, not wanting to think 

about getting locked up in that dark cavernous space and frying 

alive. 

And Mitya? Will I have to dance our pas de deux with Mitya? 

Where is everyone? How is it able to hide them? 

She was dressed. The moment she tied the last ribbon on her 

pointe shoe, the door rolled open, and a gust of freezing air 

poured into the room. 
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I have to move to stay alive. 

Olesya tottered out, every step prickling her with dread. 

She peeked into the rooms. Sure enough, they were dark and 

empty, with an air of stale cleanliness about them that musty 

old rooms acquire after years of standing unused. 

Olesya reached the first level and lightly jumped into the 

snow. It crunched under her feet. Her hands reddened from cold, 

and her teeth began to chatter. The music swelled, joined by the 

chorus of male voices she heard before, the tracks themselves 

ringing like plucked strings of a violin, her every step in tune 

with the notes. 

The figures by the tree, a gnarled birch darkened by grime 

and years, waved to her. Their bluish pallor matched the gauze 

of their costumes, the hue of dawn, diaphanous, sheer, designed 

to flutter softly in accord with the dance. 

“Olesya,” called Inga. “Faster. Faster. We can’t start 

without you.” There was an immobile deadness to her voice, her 

empty gaze, her poise. She was a corpse arranged by another into 

position and holding it until her limbs were rearranged again. 

Her features were hard like those of someone in clutches of 

prolonged rigor mortis, right before the heavier red blood cells 

float to the bottom and leave the skin colorless, a sheet of 

plastic stretched taut over the skull.  
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Olesya couldn’t tear her eyes away from them, identical in 

their stone-like appearance. Every step cost her a tremendous 

effort. She didn’t have legs anymore, those were iron chunks she 

dragged behind her.  

How will I dance like this? How will I lift my arms? 

She slogged through the snow and stopped by the dancers, 

holding herself with crossed arms to stop from shaking. 

“Ready?” Asked Larisa. Needles of hoarfrost sat on her long 

eyelashes, black when she was alive, greyish now. 

Olesya nodded, not taking her eyes off Larisa. 

“Go.” Larisa waved a pale hand. It was a signal. The music 

paused and reverted to the beginning. 

A strange calm, serene despite the nightmare surrounding 

her, descended on Olesya. She didn’t think she could move, but 

she managed. One step, quick, dainty, light. Another. A sequence 

of three. A balancé. She fell into the rhythm, tracing lines, 

kicking up glittering dust.  

Did it just... 

It seemed to her that the train passed a tremor of 

pleasure, distorting the flow of the music for a fraction of a 

beat. The windows remained dark. There were no spectators, no 

lights, and the dusk thickened into echoing shadows.  

The violins sped up, singing out a faster tempo. Olesya 

twirled and thrust out her leg, rising to the tips of her toes, 
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wincing in pain. That toe still gave her trouble. She spun and 

faced Larisa for a second before she spun too, then Inga, then 

Katya. Their line felt barren, short without the rest of the 

dancers to complete the figure, and Olesya’s chest contracted.  

She followed Larisa’s naked shoulders, grey, lifeless, and 

a shock bolted through her. 

Mitya! 

After the end of this part it was their number. 

One fouetté. Two. Three. Four. First Katya, then Inga, then 

Larisa left the snowy stage in long strides, and Olesya held out 

her arms, feet in second position, eyes riveted on the carriage. 

The violins slowed.  

Another few seconds... now... 

A cry broke through the music. No face on him, his eyes 

wide with bewilderment, Mitya flew out of the yawning doorway as 

if someone kicked him. He fell face first into the snowdrift, 

moaning. 

“Mitya!” Cried Olesya. “Get up!” 

He raised his head, shook the snow out of his hair. 

The violins relentlessly played out their part. Six beats 

left. Five. Four. 

“Why are you...” 

“Don’t ask! We need to dance our pas de deux. Now!” 

Two beats. One. 
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Olesya strolled toward him and stopped in her place. Here 

was where he brushed her shoulders, circled an arm around her 

waist, lifted her and tipped her into a fish dive. Mitya stared 

at Olesya, befuddled, brushing off his tights and leotard. 

He’s in costume...my God, he is in costume... 

He didn’t seem to be aware of his attire until his hands 

touched the fabric and sensed the difference. He stared down at 

himself. “What is this? How did I get dressed—”  

“It’s the train! It will kill us if we won’t dance!” 

Screamed Olesya. “Please, get over here and let’s do out pas de 

deux! It wants me to perform Serenade for it, and I can’t do it 

without you!”  

A screeching roaring shudder went from the locomotive and 

passed the whole length of the remaining four cars. The music 

hiccupped and stopped. The chorus of the male voices choked. 

Somewhere up in the distance a pack of wolves howled, and Mitya 

jumped to his feet, running to Olesya. As soon as he touched 

her, the music started again, a few beats away from the start of 

their movement. 

“What was that?” he asked, panting. “What are you doing out 

here? What—” he froze, his eyes looking at something over her 

head. Fresh ruddiness of his cheeks slipped off, leaving a mask 

of a mute scream. His lips parted and a strange concoction of 

noises broke out. 



Anske / TUBE / 227 

Olesya turned her head. 

Inga, Larisa, and Katya stood still by the birch, watching 

Mitya intently with their cataract eyes, opaque, milky. 

“What is this...what...” he mumbled and sunk into snow. 

“Mitya!” Olesya tugged on his arm to get him up. They 

missed their beat, and the music swelled with discordant 

squealing of the strings. It protested. It wanted them to show 

their mastery, to perform, and it got vexed. 

Sensing the impending wrath with the skin on her back, 

Olesya thrust her hands under Mitya’s arms and heaved him up, 

staggering under his weight. “Please. Get up. I need you to get 

up.” 

He stood on wobbly legs, mutely passing eyes from Olesya to 

the three dead dancers back to Olesya. 

Tears welled up and gushed down Olesya’s cheeks. “Please. 

Please, don’t just stand like this. I don’t have enough strength 

for the both of us...we need to dance, Mitya, please...I beg 

you...I have to...” 

He suddenly understood. She read it in his face, his gaze 

at the claret and poppy and incarnadine shirts and scarves and 

peignoirs hanging on the branches. 

The cars rocked back and forth with impatience, bumping 

into each other.  
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The place of their movement started up the third time, and 

this time both Olesya and Mitya danced. They danced the entire 

number, forgetting their panic, their fear, their revulsion and 

confusion. They simply lost themselves to ballet, drawing 

figures on the frosted face of the earth, and at the end of it, 

strung out in a mirroring écarté, both gasped and staggered when 

they sensed cold fingers on their wrists. 

Inga from Olesya’s side, and Katya and Larisa from Mitya’s, 

led them by the arms to the nose of the locomotive that stared 

ahead with its many dull eyes. An icy ladder climbed up its side 

and that is where they stopped and silently pushed Olesya and 

Mitya toward the ladder. 

“Are we...” Mitya began. “Do we have to?” 

“I think we need to climb up,” said Olesya in a voice not 

her own, and she placed both hands on the frozen rung, hoisting 

herself up. Once on the roof, she stepped with care over the 

treacherously sloping surface.  

A shrill whistle broke through the stillness, and with a 

mild jolt the locomotive inched forward. Olesya thrust out her 

arms and placed her legs wide apart, swaying. 

The music blasted loudly without the slightest 

interruption. Inga, Larisa, and Katya began their number, 

gliding effortlessly past their astounded partners. 

Olesya’s and Mitya’s eyes met. 
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They were to dance on the roof of the moving train. 
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Chapter 20. The Ballet On The Roof 

Don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall, don’t fall.  

Olesya’s eyes darted from Mitya to the creeping landscape 

to the snow under her feet to Mitya again. He seemed to mirror 

her emotions, his face blank paper with two holes for frightened 

eyes.  

I can do this. We can do this. The snow will hold us.  

“We can do this.” She repeated aloud. 

The train slogged forward at a snail’s pace, as if mindful 

of dancers performing on its roof. 

Right. Plié. Single. Single. 

Olesya bent her head, concentrating.   

Her pointes tamped down the fluff—fifth position—flattened 

it—sous sus, en pointe—carved out a path on the convex ridge, 

the path to her partner, a way for her to glissade to the left—

the edge, the edge, too close to the edge—maddening heartbeat—

glissade to the right—too close!—and— 

“This is insanity!” Cried Mitya over the singing violins, 

meeting Olesya in his arms. 

“We must do it.” She implored. “Please!” Her voice thin, 

cracked, slicing through music. 
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“Why?” But he didn’t wait for the answer, neither did she 

give him one. They both knew it, if not spelled out, then 

instinctively. To survive. 

Mitya placed both hands on Olesya’s waist the way a potter 

does on a clump of clay, shaping its neck, smoothing it, letting 

it revolve. He guided her from chasse fouette into an arabesque. 

Olesya tensed, leg high, arms curved, waiting for the whip turn. 

The music called for it, the music boomed. The stares of the 

dead ballerinas encouraged it. They stood in a line at the end 

of the locomotive, on the accordion membranes of the passage 

between the carriages, as if a step down from a stage, the roof 

coming up to their knees. 

Dead, they’re dead. 

Olesya wrenched her gaze away from them. 

The train picked up speed and she swayed dangerously. 

A beat, another. They missed their move.  

Mitya let go of her, passing hands from her waist to her 

arms, holding her, spreading his legs wide apart. She twisted 

around, facing him like a boxer about to start a fight, a far 

cry from an elegant poise of a ballerina. 

“Why did you stop?” The pupils in her eyes stood out like 

two saucers on the white of her sclera. 

The flow of Serenade choked and petered out.  
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“Why?” Asked Mitya incredulously, and his question rang out 

clearly in the sudden silence. He didn’t seem to mind, beyond 

minding anything except the burning nagging fear. “Why? Because 

we will fall to our deaths if we continue! Is that what you 

want? You want to die?” Light wind whipped his hair. His lips 

turned bluish from cold. A vein stood out on his forehead, 

pulsing. 

Olesya had never seen him agitated like this. “No,” she 

said, stepping back, “I don’t want to die, Mitya, that’s why we 

need to dance, don’t you understand?” she gulped for air. “Don’t 

you know what will happen if we won’t?” She flung out an arm in 

the direction of Inga, Larisa, and Katya who lightly trotted 

along the sleeper and noiselessly jumped into the next accordion 

partition, the one between the sleeping carriage and the diner. 

A whistle pierced the sky, followed by a din-din-din of the 

bells. Olesya whipped around. 

On either side of the locomotive clouds of snowdust rose, 

spumed up and kicked off over the rising banks. Its nose 

burrowed into a mound of fresh crystals. Like fine particles of 

salt they churned and moiled in the air, at once covering Olesya 

from head to toe. 

“Mitya!” She called, feeling around. 

A hand clasped her wrist. “I’m here. Hold on to me.” 

The snow settled. They blinked, wiping their faces. 
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“My God. The diner!” Mitya pointed back. 

Whether it was the train itself that did it or Inga with 

her accomplices, they didn’t know. There was a clang of metal on 

metal, a gritting noise as if something rusted had been lifted, 

and two cars have separated from the locomotive and the sleeper. 

Those were the diner, on the first level of which the crew had 

slept, and the observation car with its lounge. 

“It detached.” Olesya flung a hand to her mouth, biting it 

lightly to warm it, unconsciously, the gesture she used to do 

when going on walks with her father when her hands got cold. “It 

detached,” she repeated, her eyes on Mitya. 

“I saw it,” he said, and then added, “It’s only us now. The 

dancers and the staff and...” he trailed off. 

“I don’t think I can do this anymore, I’m freezing,” Olesya 

squeezed his hand. “Let’s get inside. There is no ladder on our 

sleeper, at least not that I’ve seen one—besides I don’t want to 

see Inga’s face again—we can go to the ladder, the one we got up 

on, climb down, get into the control cab and from there—” she 

stopped, unsure if there was anyone in there and not eager to 

find out. 

Seeing her expression and thinking he understood what she 

meant, Mitya shook his head, “not a good idea.” 

“It’s either that or we die from hypothermia up here, that 

is, if we don’t fall off first.” Managed Olesya. 
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“I thought you said we needed to dance Serenade?” 

In response to Mitya a vicious tremor went through the 

locomotive, making them lose their footing and drop flat, 

pressing their bodies to the roof. Frost burned Olesya’s bare 

neck and shoulders. She shivered, panting, clutching at the 

ridges and furrows her feet made in the snowpack. 

“Let’s crawl...” she muttered, slithering forward like a 

snake. A blast of snow kicked up by the locomotive blanketed her 

and she cried out, her eyes bunged up with snow, her hands too 

cold to move quickly. She sprawled flat, rolled on her back, and 

scraped the snow out of her eyes with what felt like frozen 

claws. 

“Mitya!” Hot tears cursed from the corners of her eyes down 

to her ears. “Mitya, where are you?” 

“Here! I’m here.” A hand clasped her ankle, and a minute 

later he wiggled next to her. “Hold on to me. Hold on. I will 

move forward, and you hold on to me, okay?”  

A deafening soul-rending horn blew from below them, a wail 

of pain, of vexation, and of brewing anger. Anger over having to 

interrupt the performance again, to postpone the show. 

“It’s not happy,” mumbled Olesya. 

They chugged through the woods, grey, deciduous, not a fur 

or a pine in sight with its brilliant verdant plumage. Dirty 

cotton of the clouds hung over their heads, low, pregnant with 
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snow, about to rupture and bury them in wet sticky softness. The 

only sound was the rhythmic clacking of the wheels over the gaps 

in the tracks and the occasional din-din-din of the bells to 

signify the passing of the train.  

The dancers crawled forward, theirs eyes slits, limbs numb, 

hands curled into shovels, scraping their way to the top of the 

head, to the nose, to the safety of the ladder. 

They reached the edge and stopped, terrified, mesmerized, 

astounded at the view and momentarily forgetting their task of 

getting down. 

The valley below opened up into an endless flat carpet of 

trees, spreading equally in all directions, bordered by a 

hanging haze that didn’t let the eye penetrate further. It 

looked like they moved through the fog, only it wasn’t fog, it 

was fine crystals suspended in the air, floating from above, 

picked up by the wind, swirled by the turbulent current of the 

passing train and sucked into a cyclone behind it. 

Olesya forced her gaze away and patted Mitya on the arm. 

“We need to get down.” She inched to the right, when with a 

screech of the horn and a rumble of the engine the locomotive 

jerked forward, rapidly picking up speed. 

“No!” She shouted. “Stop!” She pounded with her fist on the 

roof. “What are you doing! You’re killing us! Let us get off!” 

Her outburst produced the opposite effect. Wind slammed in her 
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face and the metal body underneath her lurched, whipping through 

the woods, snowflakes swarming her like white bees. 

She felt Mitya clasp her arm. He shouted in her ear, “hold 

on! Hold on to me!” 

“I can’t!” Olesya tried to straighten her hand and 

couldn’t, she didn’t feel her fingers, and her tongue moved with 

difficulty. It was hard to speak. Her chin was frozen, burning 

from the cold, and her jaw refused to move.  

Ahead of them the railroad forked at the switch. One pair 

of well-used tracks rolled out straight ahead like two black 

penciled lines on clean paper. The other pair dove under the 

snow and curved to the left onto a rocky ridge that didn’t look 

like it’s been ridden for years, littered with boulders, dry 

fallen trees, and other rubble. Two crossing lights winked red. 

A few feet beyond the lights the striped white-and-red arm of a 

boom barrier prevented the entry. Like a wounded bull infuriated 

at the brightly colored cape, the locomotive revved up, 

accelerated, and, swaying around the bend, screamed up the 

forbidden tracks, scourging through the barrier and dinging in 

indignation.  

Mitya and Olesya closed their eyes in horror, clutching 

onto each other and sliding off the roof. The locomotive 

straightened, and they heard terrible clanging and banging and 
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shattering noises, the squealing of the breaks, and a new sound. 

A moan.  

“Dance,” came out of from below, mechanical crackling that 

incredibly folded into words. 

Mitya stared at Olesya wordlessly. 

“Dance,” came from below again, and a surge of heat passed 

the frozen surface below them, melting the snow into slush. 

Something warm splattered on Olesya and she tipped her 

head. They were climbing up the spine of a cliff, breaking 

through the jumble of rocks, and the train was, the train was... 

“It’s bleeding,” breathed Olesya. 

Pink drizzle settled on her face. She touched it and pulled 

her fingers away. They were stained scarlet. A horn bellowed. A 

thud, another. A bang and a jolt. A flurry of stained pink 

snowflakes swirled up and settled on in the roof.  

“It wants to...it wants to kill itself.” Olesya looked at 

Mitya with unseeing eyes. He was shouting something at her, 

pointing. She didn’t hear him. “It wants to kill itself,” she 

repeated. “It wants to kill itself! It wants to kill us and to 

kill itself and to end it all! No, papa! No! I will dance for 

you! Please, don’t! Please, papa! PLEASE!” Her cries escalated 

to hysteria.  

Wind blasted her face crusting it over with a freezing 

rain, freezing blood rain that sprayed from the nose of the 
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machine. It stubbornly cleared the track, climbing higher and 

higher, into the gloom of congealing dusk, into the thin 

mountain air. 

The snow slab under Olesya’s fingers crumbled and gave way. 

She felt her body slip down the slope and, spurred by instinct, 

screaming, frantically felt around with her hand for something 

to grab. 

“Over here!” Mitya took hold of her and pushed her arm to 

clutch his. His fingers jammed into a protruding edge of the 

ventilating unit stuck out of the melting crust. His body 

pivoted and he dropped out of sight. 

Olesya screamed. 

“It’s okay! I found it!” His head bobbed back up, his eyes 

on her. He bounced on the first rung of the ladder, testing it. 

A silly smile spread over his pasty face, his hair ripping to 

the side, a grey wall of the bluff flashing behind him. “I found 

the ladder, Olesya. I’m standing on it! Let go of that thing, 

yes, like that, crawl closer, closer. All right, now turn 

around. Turn around. You can do it.” 

The speed suddenly dropped off, as did the terrible 

screeching and pounding and breaking noises. The railway must 

have been clear from here on, or maybe the strength of the 

locomotive was leeching out. No more bloody rain, no more snow. 
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Olesya smeared the moisture on her face, trying to wipe off 

and only messing it up more. Then she froze, paralyzed, unable 

to move. It was not the descend that frightened her, it was the 

thought of what they might find when level with the engineer 

cab.  

Is there anyone inside? Does anyone man this train? What if 

there’s no one there? What if...what if papa is there? Or 

whatever it is that is driving it? Do I want to see it? Do I 

really want to see it? 

She shuddered. Wind fluffed up her tulle skirt as she 

slithered forward, and, helped by Mitya, swung around and 

grabbed onto the handle of the ladder, her heart ripping through 

her chest like an iron bolt. She felt Mitya’s shoulders 

underneath her feet, and they slowly climbed down, rung by rung. 

The door was on the right. Polished metal of its handle gleamed 

in the diminishing daylight. 

Olesya crouched, hanging over Mitya’s head in a squat, her 

feet level with her hands clutched around the handles. He seemed 

to hesitate as well. 

“Mitya? Did you try the door?” 

No response. 

“Mitya?” 
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Olesya twisted to look down and saw his face turned to the 

right, an expression of hopeless horror streaked over it, making 

it deathly pale. 

“What is it?” She followed his gaze and shrunk. 

The high side of the chasm bulged over the railway. In the 

thick of it yawned a black toothless mouth of the tunnel, its 

edges eroded, evidently abandoned ages ago. They headed straight 

for it, in the gathering dark, without a single light beaming 

from the train. 

It was riding forward blind, like an injured animal crawls 

into a hole when it prepares to die. 
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Chapter 21. In The Tunnel 

Pitch black, inside the tunnel. So black, Olesya couldn’t see 

her hands. So close to the stone, its cold breath touched her 

back, raised hairs on her back. They trundled in a ways and 

stopped. A mild jolt. A circle of dim light ahead and a dot 

behind. A minute or two of careful consideration. Was it safe to 

get down? Would they move again? What if it left them behind? 

“I guess we can come down now?” Mitya didn’t sound sure of 

this idea. His voice echoed dully upward.  

“I guess.” Olesya listened to his leather soles whisper 

from rung to rung. A soft hop, and she let her legs straighten. 

They thawed, filing with blood, cramped no longer. She slid to 

the bottom and jumped on the rubble. It crunched under her feet. 

Mitya breathed in her ear. “Let’s go to the sleeper, try 

the door, see if it’s—” 

“Hold on.” Olesya shook out her legs like she did after 

practice, limbering them up, flexing her toes, feet, rotating 

them at the ankle, and nimbly ran to the front, slowing as she 

approached it, her heart sitting somewhere beyond her body and 

tolling her concern for all to hear. 

“Olesya! Where are you going?” 
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She impatiently waved Mitya away, stepping with brisk 

allegro steps, as though she approached a dance partner, arms 

outstretched, curved, head high, neck long. Another step, and 

she would round the locomotive, dusky grey in the darkness. Her 

eyes adjusted, she could see the contours of the flat iron disk 

wheels, the springs of the chassis, the plow blade, bent and 

dented from clearing off rocks, and finally, finally... 

The face. His face.  

Olesya stretched out her hand. Touched it. The red stripe, 

chipped paint, peeling. Warm. The metal was warm, and from 

within the fog lights blinked dull glow. She tore her hand away. 

A low grumble and a hiss of air from underneath, blasting her 

feet with a rivulet of steam.  

A snort. 

Olesya smiled, pressed her hand to the mangled bent hide of 

steel, tracing her fingers along the ridges and jagged hole 

edges. 

“Papa?” She waited a beat. It seemed to her that the train 

waited for her to continue, unsure how to react, like a wild 

beast that’s been approached by an unknown entity and needs time 

to categorize it into friend or foe or food. 

“Papa, are you hurting? Hurting bad?” A sticky slippery 

spot. Her fingers slid on it. Olesya pulled her hand away, 
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studying the glistening stain, rubbed the pads of her fingers in 

circles and sniffed them.  

Iron. And machine oil. And something else, tangy. 

“Olesya!” Echoed Mitya’s voice. “Come back!” 

She ignored him, annoyed at this interruption. A sense of 

connection stirred in her chest, an understanding, a bridge 

between her mind and the mind of the train, whether it was her 

dead father or not. It didn’t matter to her at the moment.  

It’s listening. It’s listening to me talk, I know it. Maybe 

it will talk back. Maybe it will say something besides just 

“dance.” If only Mitya left us alone. He’s such a pest 

sometimes. 

She inched her hand to one of the lights, a spiky stellated 

hole in the middle where the glass broke. The rims sharp, 

bespattered with—  

“Blood. Is this your blood? I’m sorry.” She stroked it 

absentmindedly. The machine quivered slightly, passing the 

tremor into Olesya’s body. She started shaking, both from the 

cold and the sudden overwhelming compassion. “I don’t know who 

you are, you won’t tell me. I guess you have your reasons.” And 

then she added, quickly, before fear took a hold of her. “Are 

you my papa?” 

Clicks inside the engine, much like the pinging noises hot 

metal makes when cooling. 
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“I’m sorry I asked. It doesn’t matter. I know enough. I 

know that you’re in pain, and I’m sorry...” She felt a tear fall 

on her cheek and trace a timid line down, as if ashamed of its 

unbidden appearance. 

“Is there something I can do? If I dance for you, will that 

make it better?” 

In the back of her mind another voice spoke. 

Do you realize what you’re doing? Does it even occur to you 

that this is beyond anything normal? You’re talking to seventy 

tons of steel expecting some kind of a rational response? This 

thing can cream you into a bloody mash if it wanted to. 

“No,” Olesya shook her head resolutely, “it won’t do that.” 

Suddenly the engine revved, all lights switched on at once, 

and a squall shot from somewhere above, blasting into the roof 

with such force, dried moss and hammocks of last-year’s cobwebs 

loosed and rained on Olesya’s head. With a jerk the locomotive 

started forward, smiting her off her feet. She sat down hard, 

sharp bits of gravel needling into her palms. She cried out from 

surprise, starting wide-eyes at the monster nearing her, the gap 

between the railway and the bottom of its plow blade widening as 

if a predatory bestial grin. 

“Olesya!” Mitya was beside her, yanking her to her feet, 

dragging her away, when the train stopped and issued a whistle 

accompanied by a squirt of oil that splattered over Mitya’s 
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tights and caused him to have Olesya slip out of his hold. She 

tumbled on the tracks and before she could skitter out of the 

way, the train screeched and scraped back to its former 

position, its ten eyes, two of them red, flooding her with cold 

effervescence. 

Mitya jumped up. “Get out of there! Out of its way! It will 

kill you!” he made to step over the embankment, loose grit 

rolling from under his feet, but Olesya stopped him with an 

outstretched hand. 

“No.” She said firmly. “Wait. I think it wants to 

communicate something to me.” 

“Communicate? The train? Are you out of—” 

“Mitya!” Cried Olesya, her lips trembling. “Can you please 

stop babbling and let me be?” 

His pale face shining in the darkness withdrew. “Okay,” she 

heard him say sullenly, and then she heard steps crunch away, in 

the direction of the sleeping car. 

Sure he was out of earshot, Olesya brushed herself and, 

rubbing her arms to stave off the stagnant cold of the tunnel 

that seemed to penetrate your very bones, she walked up to the 

locomotive, the voice in her head screaming at her foolishness. 

What are you doing? Get away from it! What is wrong with 

you, girl? Don’t touch it! 



Anske / TUBE / 246 

Olesya didn’t listen. The magnetic force with which she was 

drawn to this abhorrent brute blotted out whatever was left of 

her rationality.  

Besides, she reasoned, you can’t explain everything that’s 

happened with any kind of a rationality, can you? You can choose 

to believe it or not, to trust what you see or discard it as 

impossible and therefore nonsexist. 

“I choose to believe,” she said aloud. “I believe you.” 

Overtaken by pity and that insufferable yearning of a loner to 

connect to another loner, one like herself, she pressed her body 

into the now cool exterior, spreading her arms wide, wanting to 

take it in, hold it, if she could, and the train responded. 

It radiated heat. Melted slush slid off the roof and leaked 

on Olesya. She pressed harder, her skin tingling, warming, her 

fingers itching. 

Echoing calls tore her out of her bliss. Male voices. Mitya 

saying something, Yanchik answering, laughing. Mocking. Then a 

patter of feet, quick slapping sounds, as if someone ascended 

the ladder, and from above came a call. 

“Boo!” 

Olesya slowly tilted her face up. Words came to her lips 

and dissolved. She felt untethered from her body, floating 

somewhere outside, witnessing what was happening and unwilling 
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to let go of this unexplainable comfort of closeness to a 

machine, a killing machine. 

“Mitya said you danced on the roof? Is that true? You guys 

have gone completely crazy or what? I thought I heard noises.” 

He grinned. 

Olesya tired to come up with an answer, blank. 

Alla Borisovna called her from the doorway of the carriage, 

and a muffled murmur of more voices floated up on the draft. 

“Hear this? The old bitch is coming. So, is this true?” 

Asked Yanchik conspiratorially. “Mitya said you say this thing 

kills people? Not you, but this thing?” He raised a fist and 

slammed it a couple times into the hood. 

“Don’t do that,” said Olesya, startled. Her heart thumped 

slowly in her throat, and she sensed the train grew cold and 

quiet. She didn’t like it. 

“Don’t do what?” Yanchik demonstratively slapped the roof a 

couple more times. “Beat this stupid junk? What, you really 

think it’s possessed or something? You have to go see a shrink, 

I think.” He chuckled. “I saw what happened to Katya. You jinxed 

her, for sure. That box, you knew it would fall. You knew.” His 

eyes glinted in the dark and his tone sounded agitated. He 

crawled to the very edge, balancing on hands and knees, and his 

face thrust into the halo of the light. 

Olesya gasped. 
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Yanchik wore a checkered red scarf over his jacket. 

There were hurried footsteps now on the side of the train. 

They crackled on the rubble in the echoey shadows. A party of 

dancers headed their way to retrieve Olesya, most likely headed 

by Alla Borisovna, only Olesya forgot about them and about 

everything else except that spot of color. 

“Take it off,” she rasped. 

“What?” Yanchik leaned further to hear better. 

“Take off your scarf,” said Olesya, and then a bolt of 

presentiment rooted her to the spot. “Take off your scarf and 

get down! Now, Yanchik! Now! Watch out for the train! Watch out—

” 

The echo of her desperate scream didn’t have time to die. 

The locomotive exploded with indignation. Its engine 

roared, filling the tunnel with reverberations. They rolled over 

one another and bounced off the walls, creating a deafening 

cacophony of noises. The train lurched back, and amidst the 

gasps and the cries of the dancers that made their way to the 

nose, Yanchik lost his grip of the smooth surface of the roof 

and plummeted down, sprawling. Olesya bent to help him up, but 

the train blew its horn and the compressed air generated by the 

sound blasted into her, throwing her off. 

Yanchik rolled himself over and, laying on his back, lifted 

his head, staring at the monster that rolled forward. It came 
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over him and when the edge of the plow blade hung directly over 

his neck, it dropped. 

It sliced through the soft white flesh of Yanchik’s neck 

like through butter. His body convulsed and the head detached, 

leaning back and slightly rocking on the depression of the 

rotting wooden tie, his surprised eyes gazing upward, a flood of 

blood wetting his checkered scarf a ruddy puce, so that it 

looked as though he stuck his neck under a faucet and let it 

soak. 

Olesya seized to feel anything. Her midsection was the 

inside of a freezer, and she thought any moment she would break 

into a thousand pieces of ice. Her ears buzzed with bees, and 

through that drone she faintly heard cries of Alla Borisovna and 

the dancers that congregated around the body. Someone shrieked 

hysterically and ran off, pounding on the scattering pavement of 

rubble down the tunnel. Someone ran after.  

At last Olesya wrenched her eyes away from Yanchik’s 

severed head and lifted them at the train that stood dead and 

silent, life gone out of it. Temporarily, she knew that. Next 

she willed her neck to turn. It felt like forcing a rusted out 

mechanism, a bolt, to unscrew from the nut it’s been sitting in 

for years, rusting into it and becoming one.  

The first person she saw was Vika, and the first sensation 

she experienced was being shaken. Vika painfully squeezed her 
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shoulders and shook her, shouting in her face. What, Olesya 

didn’t hear, but she could guess from the murderous expression 

on Vika’s face.  

She was going to marry Yanchik after the tour. This was the 

first coherent thought that passed Olesya’s mind. Then she saw 

arms tear Vika away from her. Someone threw a jacket over 

Yanchik’s unseeing open eyes, and suddenly the train backed off. 

It simply glided back, revealing Yanchik’s body. 

A horrified silence fell on Olesya’s ears. 

Talking, screaming, jabbering seized. There were only 

faces, blank faces upturned to the engineer’s window, and eyes, 

terrified eyes skittering from the window to Olesya and back. 

She followed the gazes and saw that the cab was empty. 

“I knew it,” she croaked. 

“What horror. What horror!” Alla Borisovna, white as sheet, 

clutched Mitya’s arm.  

“Excuse me, Alla Borisovna,” he gently removed her arm and 

ventured up to Olesya, taking her by the hand and leading her 

away. She walked next to him in a type of trance when one is 

awake yet unsure of it, convinced that any moment there will be 

some kind of indication that it’s a dream. 
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Chapter 22. The Unfounded Accusation 

They huddled in the boys’ room on the second level, both lower 

bunk beds packed and most of the floor space, fourteen dancers 

left of nineteen, eyes shifting to and fro between Alla 

Borisovna and Olesya who was propped on pillows, Mitya on her 

one side, Makar on another. The electricity was off, and the 

room was glowing with the bluish light from the phones, those 

that still had battery life. 

“Nastya is lucky,” said Milena into hushed silence. 

“Lucky?” Egor snorted. “Lucky doesn’t cut it close. She’s 

alive, Milena, alive. Sitting in a nice clean hospital room 

gorging up on free food while we’re stuck in this nightmare.” 

Lana and Karina who quieted not too long ago, began sobbing 

again. Lida joined them in her low elderly voice that sounded 

like mewling. 

“That’s enough of that!” Snapped Alla Borisovna, her 

vicious eyes glinting in the dim light with annoyance. “You’re 

demoralizing the rest of us with this behavior. I can’t stand 

listening to the sound of crying, it’s like nails scraping on 

glass.” She stopped, expectant. “We’re waiting, Olesya.” 
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Olesya looked up, blank. For the last several minutes she 

attempted to gather her thoughts into a coherent story that she 

could plausibly give them as a way of explanation for the string 

of deaths and failed, opening her mouth and closing it like a 

bird with her vocal cords cut. 

They’ll think me insane and won’t believe me, cursed 

through her mind. What’s the point of even trying? 

What’s the point of trying? Do you know what will happen to 

them if you won’t? They’ll be killed one by one like flies, and 

you will be the last, like the prize at the end of the race. 

They’ll linger on and you’ll be forced to dance Serenade with 

corpses! Before you’ll turn into one. Is that what you want? 

A spasm jolted through Olesya. 

She passed her eyes over the room for the hundredth time. 

Grim. Gloomy. Splotches of morose expectancy etched in their 

profiles, in the shadows of their eyes, their pressed lips, 

their clenched hands.  

They were past crying and blowing noses and hastily 

gathering together to escape the horror of being alone. Not one 

of the dancers would touch Yanchik’s body or dare to venture 

outside. Girls looked accusingly at boys, expecting them to do 

the job. Pushkin threw up and fainted. Makar talked his way out 

of it by claiming that someone had to take care of the ladies, 

bringing a jar of moonshine proffered from a Russian relative 
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after the Chicago performance “made according to his 

grandfather’s recipe” and pouring out shots which they accepted 

gratefully.  

Alla Borisovna stayed to “marshal the order” and dipped a 

shot herself to the astonishment of her pupils. She didn’t 

comment, only glared at them, roving her eyes over the assembly 

until they stopped on Mitya and Egor. So it fell to them to deal 

with the cleanup. Mitya sprung to his feet out of his sense of 

duty, Egor out of showing off for Milena. 

They got out, waded through darkness, and stopped at the 

front of the train, their steamy breaths curling up in wisps. 

Egor shone his phone from several feet away without looking 

while Mitya dragged Yanchik’s remains off the rails and 

painstakingly arranged him to lay straight in the ditch by the 

slimy stonewall, then gathered his head into a blue TUBE blanket 

and placed it next to his body, covering the entire disjointed 

shape with yet another blanket. 

“We can’t just leave him like that, we need to bring him 

onboard,” he said, straightening and wiping his face.  

“Forget it, I’m not touching him,” proclaimed Egor, first 

making sure Milena was out of earshot and they were alone.  

“Egor! What is it with you!” Mitya’s tone was indignant. “I 

can’t believe you just said that. What do you want then, to 

leave him here and let him rot and then have some wild animals 
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come and desecrate his body?” Mitya impatiently waited for an 

answer, while Egor contemplated. 

“Listen, mister brave guy. I appreciate your willingness to 

play a hero here, I do. Congratulations, you have accomplished 

it splendidly. But let me tell you something.” He stepped 

closer, breathing into his face. “Just the fact alone that I 

want nothing to do with a maimed body doesn’t make me worse than 

you. Do you understand that?” 

Mitya recoiled. “What are you saying?” 

“I’m saying, there is a reason for everything, and you 

might make an effort to try and understand people before judging 

them, if you have any compassion for people, that is.” Egor 

stood tall, flipping his head to the side and peering into the 

distant circle of light at the end of the tunnel. 

The train sat still, like a snake that pretends to be 

asleep while preparing to launch a swift attack at its next 

victim. Mitya sensed it and itched to get inside. He tried to 

decipher the hidden message behind Egor’s words and couldn’t. 

“You know, it would be helpful if you explained what you said.” 

Egor shook his head. “Forgive me, but you are an idiot if 

you’re asking me this. Isn’t it obvious? What are you, made of 

steel? Don’t you feel revulsion, fear? Anything? You can just 

hoist that,” he pointed to the lump wrapped in the blankets, 

“and feel nothing?” 
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Mitya shrugged. “I used to help grandpa haul off pigs and 

hang them on the hook for blood draining after the slaughter. We 

did in the barn, behind his house in the village. He made the 

best blood sausage.” There was a trace of nostalgia in his 

intonation. “This is not much different. It’s only a body, Egor. 

Yanchik is gone.” 

“Did I hear you right? Did you just like Yanchik to a 

slaughtered pig?” Egor flung a hand over his mouth. “You have a 

sensitivity of a brick. How did you end up in ballet again?” 

A timid smile warmed Mitya’s face. “It’s my mom. She always 

wanted to be a ballerina but never got a chance. She ended up 

studying to be a physician, then she got pregnant with me and, 

well, she wanted me to,” Mitya stammered, “to do arts, to break 

out of—” 

“I see.” Egor’s words fell flat, and a shiver passed 

through him.   

They were alone in the tunnel. A freezing draft smelling of 

stale rotting wood twined around his legs and he hastened to the 

doorway, then stopped, changing his mind. “I’m going to tell you 

something. I hope you will keep to yourself,” he said, softer.  

“Of course.” 

“I have a deathly fear of dead bodies. I beg you to keep it 

quiet.” 

Mitya nodded, waiting for more. 
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Egor stopped, as if hunkering down under a heavy weight. 

“On the other hand, I don’t know why I’m telling you this. We 

can’t do this alone, you and I. Let’s get that lazybones out of 

his mind-brothel and have him help.” He referred to Makar. 

The four of them, Pushkin recovering from sickness and 

shaking only a little, carried Yanchik to the bottom room where 

Larisa’s body lay. They deposited him on the other lower bed. 

Mitya brought the head and after arranging everything at best 

they could, they softly closed the door and climbed up to where 

the girls congregated, choking on tears and comforting each 

other. 

All except Olesya. 

She sat straight as a rod, eyes dry, her mind refusing to 

get back into her body, tethered to it by a thin line of reason 

that threatened to break any moment. She observed these 

ministrations from the height of delirious haze and shock, yet 

outwardly she appeared cold as stone and gave an uneasy feeling 

to those around her so much so that none of them would sit close 

to her despite the obvious lack of space.  

She struggled to regain her presence and couldn’t, drifting 

off and repeating what had happened in her mind. The talk with 

the train. The talk with Yanchik. The train backing off. Yanchik 

tumbling. The plow blade lifting and falling, lifting and 

falling. Over and over and over did it bounce around like a 
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whirligig that refused to stop. Over and over she thought it was 

her fault. 

If only I persuaded him to get down in time. If only I 

didn’t talk to papa. If only I listened to Mitya and got back in 

time. If only... 

There was no end to those “if only,” and Olesya cupped her 

face, pressing fingers into her temples, willing her mind to end 

this torture. 

“All done, Alla Borisovna,” said Egor, lowering himself to 

the carpet next to Milena’s legs.  

“I admire you,” she intoned charmingly, “I couldn’t do 

that.” 

“Why would you?” Parried Egor. “It’s a man’s job.” He made 

an accent on man, and Milena tilted her head, beaming, her wavy 

bob falling into a cowl about her face. 

Mitya threw them a look but said nothing.  

“Good.” Alla Borisovna began twisting the only remaining 

button on her cardigan, the very top one, as the others were 

gone and lost in the disorderly scuffle of the recent events. “I 

want all eyes on me, please. All eyes on me.” This was her 

typical studio call at the beginning of class, and by habit 

every head turned in her direction, attentive, catching her 

every word. 
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“I’m not sure what phenomena we’re dealing with,” she 

paused importantly, letting her words sink in, “and I’m not sure 

I want to know—” 

A murmur rose from the corner where the girls sniffled.  

“Quiet! I would appreciate it if you didn’t interrupt me 

until I finish. Then you can have your turn to talk.” 

“But Alla Borisovna—” 

“I’m talking!” She screamed, a vein pulsing on her 

forehead, and whoever spoke hushed quickly. 

“It won’t do to fall apart now. I won’t have it, you hear 

me? Over my dead body.” She glared at them in semi-darkness. She 

meant it, and they knew it.  

There were no objections, only frightened intakes of air, 

the type they resorted to when Alla Borisovna had one of her 

fits. Torn out of familiar environment, sitting in the dark on a 

possessed empty train in the middle of nowhere with no solid 

chance of getting out of it, they were unable to tell how bad 

her conniptions might get, and that frightened them more, girls 

especially. 

At ballet practice it was easy to tell when she had one of 

her bad days. She’d show up with a pair of sharp scissors and 

demonstratively clicking the blades in the air inspect their 

hair and feet, her two pet peeves. If, God forbid, she noticed 

any wispies sticking out of the girls’ buns, she’d swoop on the 
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victim like a harpy and snip off every strand, screaming insults 

and reminding them of the existence of a cheap and simple tool 

called “hair spray.” If she saw ribbons loose over pointe shoes, 

if even the tiniest bit of them peeping out, she’d bend and chop 

them off as well, demanding a ten-ruble banknote for each 

offense. It was more expensive if they were caught neglecting 

their attire during an actual performance, from a hundred rubles 

to a thousand, depending on her mood. 

The assaulted girls would cry. Someone was always crying, 

every day. 

This habit only strengthened her reputation as an “old 

crazy bitch” in the company, and yet she choreographed and 

directed the best pieces that brought Bolshoi a new surge of 

interest and, with it, money. Her rendition of Serenade was 

hailed in the press as “fresh, a comeback of Russian ballet in 

the best of its tradition,” and so forth. She felt at the height 

of her career, invincible, irreplaceable, and the invitation to 

tour America only confirmed her conviction. 

Not that she had foreseen it would turn to a disaster, and 

the weight of the years of striving for the pinnacle of her 

ballet achievement, Alla Borisovna prepared herself to fight to 

death but to get her dancers to Seattle and perform in spite of 

their losses, the rationale in her mind replaced by a mad 

resolution that crossed the border of reasonableness. A plan had 
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hatched in her feverish brain, and she intended to see it 

through.  

“Here is what we’re going to do.” She proclaimed, arms 

crossed over her chest. 

One of the phones died and winked out, sinking them into a 

darker gloom, when suddenly lights buzzed and flicked on, every 

one of them, the plastic-encased bulbs on the ceiling, the flood 

light by the door, and four little reading lamps encased in grey 

globules and peeking out like bulging eyes of a crab. 

They gasped collectively, and Lida crossed herself, 

muttering something under her breath, causing Galka and Milena 

gaze at her with censure. 

“Let there be light!” Said Pushkin with a falsely poetic 

exuberance to redeem himself for his previous weakness and 

abruptly fell silent under Alla Borisovna’s stare. She resolved 

to not notice anything out of ordinary and not show any emotion 

or reaction, as someone had to withhold the order lest her 

troupe would fall apart. 

“As I was saying...” she began, and stopped. 

The engine coughed with gusto and lapsed into a steady 

almost comforting rumble. 

Nobody said a word and every face involuntarily turned to 

Olesya as if it was her who started it. 
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That was too much for Alla Borisovna’s nerves. She 

exploded, shouting in her stage voice at Olesya. “Out with it! 

Out!” She slapped her knee. “Who do you think you are to keep us 

waiting like this? What gives you the right to manipulate us as 

if we were—” 

“I’m not manipulating anyone,” said Olesya with surprising 

calm. She surprised herself. With the flooding lights and the 

tremor of the working engine life poured back into her frozen 

mind, a connectedness to this organism in which cavity they 

resided, at which mercy they were. She placed her hands on the 

seat, feeling the vibrations cursing through it, the carpet 

undulate imperceptibly under her flattened feet, and it gave her 

a strange reassurance. 

“Don’t you dare taking this tone with me.” Alla Borisovna’s 

contemptuous finger poked Olesya’s chest. Spittle gathered in 

the corners of her lips in curds of whitish foam, and an 

overwhelming revulsion flooded Olesya, the wish to be rid of 

this cankerous woman whom she endured for years, from her first 

days at Bolshoi, afraid to speak her mind, afraid to say 

anything at all. 

“Please don’t touch me, Alla Borisovna,” she said quietly, 

moving her finger out of the way. “You’re hurting me.” 

“I will hurt you more if that’s what it takes for me to 

break through your thick skull.” The finger was back to where it 
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was, obstinately, and Olesya gripped it and forcefully pushed 

it. “I ask you to please not touch me, Alla Borisovna.” She 

repeated, her blood beginning to boil. There was something 

terrifyingly calm in her eyes and Alla Borisovna lowered her 

hand but raised her voice. 

“Explain to us what you had to do with the deaths of four 

of my dancers. Every accident has happened with you somehow 

mixed into it, beginning from Nastya, who thankfully only 

injured her toe, and ending with Yanchik.” She flicked her eyes 

into the corner to hush the whispering and continued. “I don’t 

want to hear this nonsense about a possessed train, leave that 

for grandma’s tales.” 

Olesya studied her silently.  

A relentless atheist, Alla Borisovna never lost a chance to 

condemn any stories she heard from dancers about superstitions 

before the performance, the will of God, the belief in psychics, 

and the like. She proclaimed it as a weakness. This unbendable 

faith in hard work and hard work alone she imbibed with the milk 

of her mother, a party worker and a communist to her bones. Alla 

Borisovna believed in the spirit of art as the manifestation of 

our collective human consciousness. Her art was ballet, and that 

was the only thing that sustained her. She never failed to 

repeat to them that they will all turn to dust and it was worth 
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their while to leave something beautiful behind, something 

undying. 

The idea of a spirit overtaking a machine didn’t fit in her 

understanding of the world and she stubbornly rejected it 

despite the glaring evidence, choosing to believe Olesya was the 

cause of their misfortunes, getting back to them for their 

treatment of her. After all, how hard was it to drive a 

locomotive or kick it off the brakes at the right moment? Not 

hard at all. 

A child could do it, she thought. She’s losing her mind, 

and I have to stop her before it’s too late. 

“Alla Borisovna, why does it matter?” Said Galka, her lips 

pouted. “I say, we need to figure out a way to get off this 

train.” She wanted to add more but didn’t dare. “We could hike 

back along the tracks and—” she fell silent, her speech broken 

by the stony expression on the director’s face. 

She passed her eyes over the dancers and paused on Olesya. 

“Will you speak?” 

Olesya swallowed. “I...” she began. “I would love to...” 

Alla Borisovna’s brows went up, and her hand twisted the 

button with an unnerving regularity. “What’s stopping you, if 

you don’t mind me asking?” Mockery, laughing mockery on her 

voice. 
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Olesya sighed. “I’m afraid you won’t believe me.” She 

looked around. Mitya’s eyes rested on her face, expectant and 

doggedly servile. Egor stared into distance, despite Milena’s 

attempts to divert his attention. Makar whispered something into 

Lida’s ear, making her old-woman’s face bloom with reddish 

spots, one of his arms around Karina’s shoulders, another on 

Lana’s waist. Masha sat sullenly next to Nina and Sveta, in 

whose lap lay Pushkin’s head. His eyes were closed and he 

appeared to be dozing. 

A sharp blade of guilt sliced OLESYA open, and her eyes 

began searching out the color red, and on the heels of that she 

jolted with a surge of sudden panic. It has escaped her mind and 

now came back with alarming clarity. 

Galka, she thought, staring. Galka is after Yanchik. She 

held her arms to stop them from quivering, filled her lungs with 

air, and, closing her eyes for courage, began. 

“Okay, I will tell you. I guess at this point...it doesn’t 

matter if you believe me or not. My hope is, maybe my words will 

stay in your memories and when the time comes, you will recall 

them and use them to save your life. Or the life of someone 

else.” She heard silence and opened her eyes. 

Her words had a chilling and eerie effect. On the dancers, 

not on Alla Borisovna. 

“You’re getting off the train,” she declared sharply. 
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“What?” Olesya couldn’t believe her ears. 

Alla Borisovna’s face twisted. “Gather your things and get 

out. I don’t want you to do any more damage of what you’ve done 

already.” 

“But...where will I go? There’s nothing around for miles 

and—” 

“That is something you should’ve asked yourself before you 

caused five accidents.” There was murder in Alla Borisovna’s 

eyes, and Olesya felt all breath knocked out of her, the 

resolution to stand up to the director vanishing up in smoke. 

She gripped the seat, and it hummed in her fingers, giving her 

assurance. 

“I didn’t cause them!” She cried, her voice breaking. 

“Oh yes, you did.” 

“She didn’t, Alla Borisovna. I saw it.” Interjected Mitya. 

“It’s the train.” He flicked his eyes at Olesya, suddenly 

terrified at what has slipped off his tongue. “The train that’s 

doing it. Tell them.” 

“The train.” Repeated Alla Borisovna. “Next you will tell 

me it’s being driven by ghosts.” 

“It is, by God, it is.” Muttered Lida, crossing herself 

again.  

As if to prove her words, the carriage began rolling, 

slowly picking up speed. 
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They stared at Olesya who spread her arms, a faint smile of 

victory playing on her lips. “Am I driving it now, Alla 

Borisovna, am I?” 

“The brakes,” said Alla Borisovna uncertainly, “the brakes 

must have malfunctioned.” 

“Someone is manning it,” said Egor. 

There was an echoing rattle of the horn ricocheting off the 

tunnel walls, the rickety staccato of wheels on tracks, and then 

a faint blur of snow behind the windows.   

“We’re out! Out of the tunnel!” Lana pressed her face to 

the window, and they all surged to look. 

“Would you still like me to get off?” Asked Olesya. “I 

guess I could jump. Would you like me to do that?” 

Alla Borisovna didn’t answer, rummaging in her bag, pulling 

out a vial and popping a painkiller into her mouth. “My head,” 

were her words, before she elbowed her way out and disappeared 

into the darkness of the corridor.  
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Chapter 23. The Parting Of Ways 

The moon shimmered faintly and winked out. Darkness spilled like 

ink. No lights, no streets, no houses. No amount of placing 

cupped hands against the glass yielded any visibility. It was 

impossible to tell where they were, apart from the flat evenness 

of the ground and the steady pace. The lights dimmed, as if to 

signal quiet time.  

This didn’t produce the usual panic, only a lingering sense 

of unease: the dancers were unconsciously beginning to accept 

their inferior position. Inferior to some other force, firm and 

brutal, although unnamed. If not spoken about and not disturbed, 

perhaps it would leave them alone. It passed their minds in a 

string of thought, manifested itself in small gestures and 

glances, and brewed into a collective catalepsy that grips 

crowds without words and mashes them into that pliable state 

that can fester INTO unexplainable cruelty. Once fomented 

enough, they could easily kill one of their own, only to wonder 

why they did it when broken apart. 

It took much bickering and jostling and debating to reach 

the consensus of sleeping through the night and deciding on the 
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course of action in the morning. No one mentioned Alla 

Borisovna. No one went to fetch her to have her weigh in.  

Makar proclaimed that he was staying with the four girls in 

the big roomette, “to protect them in case of unforeseen 

complications.” 

“Protect? Unforeseen complications?” Repeated Milena, 

stepping out the door. “Did you hear that? He will protect them. 

In other words, they’ll be sleeping like animals on the floor in 

one big pile, taking turns to keep themselves warm.”  

“You live one life,” answered Egor. They exchanged a 

significant look before disappearing into the adjoining 

roomette, followed by Vika who closed the door into Olesya’s 

passing face with a scowl.  

Olesya went to her roomette, intending to be alone and to 

think about how to warn Galka. Mitya ambled after her and, 

poking his head in the door, asked timidly, “Is it okay if I 

stay? Stay with you for the night?” 

“What for?” Asked Olesya unkindly. 

“It’s not...well, I didn’t mean...I simply want to keep you 

company, that’s all,” he stammered. “Would that be okay?” 

She studied his questioning face, and felt her bowels turn 

hot and liquid. It simply didn’t occur to her before. “It spared 

you,” she whispered. 

“What?” He sidled in. 
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Olesya stared. Her thoughts jumbled in a tide. 

It didn’t kill you. It should’ve, if it does it according 

to our dancing order. Suppose I convince everyone to practice, 

outside. Suppose I ask Galka to shadow me. Maybe then, maybe 

then I can— 

“You can sleep somewhere else, Mitya.” Masha angled inside, 

with a set expression on her face that signified her disdain for 

Mitya’s presence in her new quarters. “I’m sleeping on the upper 

bank and there is no space for you.” She looked at the narrow 

seats below.  

“It’s okay, I’ll sleep on the floor,” Mitya supplied his 

plea with a hopeful smile. 

Masha passed her eyes to Olesya. “There is no room on the 

floor once the bed is unfolded. There are plenty of rooms where 

you can sleep,” she said, her eyes telling a different story. 

Her recent breakup with her fiancée weighed heavily on her, and 

she distanced herself from any display of affection, pain 

contorting her features each time she glanced at Milena flirting 

with the boys. 

“Olesya, can I talk to you for a second?” Lida’s old face 

poked in, and right above her Pushkin made his appearance. “Oh, 

I see we’re having a party. Can I join? It is mighty lonely in 

the dark and, honestly, I’m afraid to be alone tonight.” 
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He said something all of them were thinking, and none dared 

to say. 

Olesya sighed. “Come in.” 

Masha reached for the upper bank, unlocked the clip and 

yanked it down, unfolding the bed. Without a word, she stepped 

on the shelf and climbed up, vanishing behind the blanket. 

Olesya watched Lida scuff the carpet with her shuffling 

gate and perch on the seat across, her thick brows bunched, 

making her face appear worn and shabby, as if it belonged to an 

old soul trapped in a body of a twenty-year-old.  

Lida was the good girl who did ballet to please her 

parents, her mother a grocery store cashier, her father a 

shoemaker. Simple-minded and devotedly religious, a few left of 

their kind, they believed their daughter’s love for dancing for 

a gift from God and proudly showed up for every rehearsal, every 

performance, always waiting for Alla Borisovna to foist a box of 

chocolate candy in her hands and ask her how their daughter was 

doing, was well she was doing. They both hailed from Rodniki, a 

small village on the outskirts of Moscow. 

Lida glanced uncomfortably at the boys. “Can we talk 

alone?” She asked. 

“It’s not up to me, Lida,” said Olesya tiredly. 

“Look, we all know what you’re going to say,” came Masha’a 

grumpy voice from above. “Some evil spirit has invaded the 
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train, it’s God’s will, it’s better not to interfere, blah-blah-

blah bullshit. Nobody here believes in God or in devil, Lida, so 

you can save your breath and go preach somewhere else. Or go 

pray, I don’t know. I’d love to sleep, if you don’t mind. It’s 

been an awful day for me as I’m sure it was for you. Good 

night.” The bed creaked. Masha made sure to toss and turn to 

indicate her disdain for the upcoming conversation. 

“Somebody is cranky,” commented Pushkin. “Hey, want to stay 

with me?” He suddenly asked Mitya and dropped his eyes. Even in 

the dim night light it was obvious he blushed from humiliation. 

“The girls seem like they want to be left alone.”  

Mitya made as if to go.  

Olesya’s arm shot out. “No,” she said, startled at what 

came out of her mouth. “Stay, please. Both of you. All of you. 

Lida, you too.”  

Lida sat back down, the corners of her mouth curling. 

“Will you do something for me?” Olesya asked. “A favor?” 

“What favor?” Asked Pushkin, interested. 

Lida shook her head. “It’s no good mingling with unholy 

powers. No good. It’s best to leave them alone.” And she crossed 

herself. 

“My God, here she goes again.” Masha grumbled from above, 

but her breathing was quiet and she didn’t squirm like before 

evidently listening in. 
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“My grandmother died on the train,” said Lida grievously, 

“and all because she went against God.” 

“Oh yeah?” Masha perked up, hanging her head down. “What 

did she do?” 

Lida pressed her lips into a contemptuous line. “I thought 

you weren’t interested in what I had to say.” 

“Well, I am now, apparently. All this morbid business of 

dying, it’s the most entertaining stuff in the world. What else 

is there to talk about? Who is dying next?” 

“Don’t say that, that’s bad luck!” 

“I think we’re already in the middle of bad luck,” 

contradicted Masha. “That is exactly why I think it’s wiser to 

catch on some sleep instead of freaking out. There is no telling 

what will happen, is there? So what are you going to do? Go 

ahead and pray, if you want. I want to sleep so I can have my 

brain together for whatever comes tomorrow.” 

“Wise words,” said Pushkin with a lyrical undertone. 

Mitya flicked his eyes up at Olesya. 

She watched this exchange impassively, half of her mind 

detached and in tune with the fabric around her, the seat, the 

soft thrum of movement, the walls, the lights, the wheels 

clicking on the rails. The drone of the argument rose and ebbed 

in waves, until Masha climbed back down and began ardently 
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rubbing her opinion in the face of shrinking Lida who finally 

stoop up abruptly, “I’ll stay with you,” she said to Pushkin.  

“You will?” He brightened, his curls shining in the silvery 

glow of the night light on the ceiling. 

Victorious and yawning on purpose, Masha lifted her leg to 

hop back up, when Olesya touched her ankle and made her gasp in 

surprise. 

“Wait,” she said. “All of you.” 

Pushkin and Lida stalled, turning around. Masha got back 

down. Mitya raised his questioning brows. 

“It’s like Mitya said,” she shot him a grateful look and 

felt his hand squeeze hers. And for a brief moment she saw 

beyond his shell of the stupid boy with a pretty face. There 

seemed to be wisdom quickening in his eyes, earthly, non-

pretentious. The kind of wisdom that comes from inborn 

impartiality to opinions of others. The wisdom of a child.  

You simply don’t care. You don’t care what they think about 

you. You don’t care to comport yourself or to censor what you 

say. It doesn’t even cross your mind, does it? 

“Like he said, about the train...” repeated Olesya 

absentmindedly, reading the answer in Mitya’s eyes. 

I do, I do care, they were saying. I care too much, that’s 

what it is. They don’t understand. He shrugged. 
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For a moment Egor’s face flashed across Olesya’s vision. 

She thought of his erudition, his sharp wit, his mannerisms, 

elegant poise, the way he tossed his hair, the force with which 

he leapt into jumps, the grace of his landing, his turns, his 

pirouettes— 

She shook her head and gushed out a string of words. 

“To stay alive, we must dance. We must perform Serenade 

tomorrow for the train. Those who will do it won’t be touched. 

And don’t wear anything red. If you will, you’re going to be 

killed. Nastya wore red shoes when her toe got jammed between 

the floor plates. Larisa wore a red coat. Inga had red lipstick 

on, and Katya a red hairband. Yanchik had his neck cinched with 

a red checkered scarf.” 

She looked up. 

Five faces gaped at her in silence. 

“How do you know all this...” breathed Masha. 

“I don’t,” said Olesya softly. “I have guessed. My father 

died in an accident on the job. He was crushed between two cars, 

and I think it’s him who has control of this train. He never got 

to see my recital. He wants to see me dance, but not alone. He 

wants to see me dance as part of a big performance. He doesn’t 

care if my partners are dead or alive. They will dance with me 

anyway. Larisa, Inga, and Katya came back and danced with us, 

with Mitya and me.” 
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Masha turned white as paper. “They did?” 

“My God, my God.” Lida crossed herself again. 

“You mean, like the undead? We can go check. Larisa’s body 

is downstairs.” Pushkin sniggered under their glares. “Look, I’m 

as scared as you guys are, okay? It wouldn’t be too bad to go 

look. Just to make sure she’s still there.” 

“No, thanks,” Masha flipped her head around. “Are you sure? 

Are you absolutely positive you didn’t see them in a dream?” 

“We didn’t,” interjected Mitya. “I was there, I saw them. 

We had to dance on the roof of the train. It was moving—” 

“On the roof?” Masha slapped her cheeks with her hands. “I 

want to believe you, I really do, but this is not an easy story 

to swallow.” 

“I understand,” said Olesya, “I didn’t want to believe it 

either. Only—” she stopped. 

Lida pulled out a tiny golden cross on a thin chain around 

her neck, kissed it, and tucked it back in. 

“It kills us in the dancing order. I should’ve been the 

first, only it didn’t touch me. I don’t know what it wants to do 

with me. It didn’t touch Mitya because he danced with me, at 

least that’s my theory. If you think about it, Galka is next. 

She always comes out after Yanchik.” She grew agitated and 

raised her voice, passing her eyes from one face to another. 

“Help me save her. Whatever it takes, help me convince her to 
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dance with us, help me convince everyone, please. Please, I beg 

you, I can’t do this alone. I have tried, and every time I do, 

it ends badly. Every time I’m caught on the scene as if it was 

me who did it, but I didn’t do anything! I swear!” There were 

tears in her voice.  

“I’m tired,” said Masha noncommittally and vanished above. 

“We’ll talk some more tomorrow, okay?” Pushkin led Lida 

away, into the roomette across. 

Olesya looked at Mitya. He sighed and hung his head. “I 

didn’t believe you...at first. I’m sorry.”  

“That’s okay. I understand.” Olesya fingered her skirt. “I 

wouldn’t have believed myself either. It sounds pretty crazy.” 

And she thought she heard an audible sigh. The train, or 

whatever was left of it—the locomotive and the sleeping car—

passed a faint shudder, and there was a rumble in the engine, a 

mechanical hiccup that changed the tempo of the wheels and slid 

back into it. 

Olesya glanced at Mitya to see if he noticed.  

He didn’t, his pupils large and dark, taking her in, 

tracing the line of her disheveled hair, her chin, her shoulders 

etched dimly in the dark. 

They unfolded the bed. 

Olesya lay down, turning to the window and stroking its 

cool smooth glass with one finger. Gentle rocking of the 
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carriage made her drowsy. She waited, tense, the skin on her 

back registering every little movement Mitya made. 

He sat on the floor, uncertain, for a long time. 

When Masha started snoring with steady regularity, he 

quietly climbed onto the narrow ledge of the bed, draped his 

arms around Olesya and pressed his lips to her ear, “Is this 

okay?” 

Her heart hammered in her ears, and she hardly heard 

herself say, “What is?” 

“Me. Holding you.” 

“Yeah, it’s fine.” She quivered, cold, and Mitya tucked the 

blanket around her, under her knees and over her shoulders. 

“What about you?” She said into the dark. 

“I’m fine. I’m always too hot anyway.” 

She glimpsed the flash of his teeth in the dark and turned 

away again, reluctant to give in to the comfort of this 

unexpected closeness, both wanting it and rejecting it. 

They lay still for some time, when Olesya worked up the 

courage to ask him. “Why did you...” she trailed off, and 

started again. “How did you know...” 

“That you were outside?” His breath moved her hair and it 

tickled, but she didn’t dare to raise her hand and tuck it 

behind her ear. 
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“I couldn’t sleep, and then I heard music. I thought it was 

playing in my head, but it wasn’t. It was Serenade, and a chorus 

of male voices, which was bizarre because there is no singing, 

so I thought I’d go look see what’s going on, where the music is 

coming from...” 

“You followed the music?” 

“I guess I did.” 

“It wanted you to,” concluded Olesya. “Papa must have 

wanted you...to dance with me.” 

“You really think that—” 

“Shhhh.” Olesya gripped his arm. 

The first notes of Serenade tinkled on the periphery of 

their hearing, and then the music swelled, picking up in 

intensity, joined by a chorus, that same chorus of voices that 

Olesya heard on her first night on the train, only this time 

instead of venturing out, she clutched Mitya’s arm with all her 

might, and he held her, listening.  

It climbed in volume, then dropped off, as if a reminder, 

then fizzled out as quickly as it came. They have waited for it 

to reappear for a stretch of several anxious minutes, but 

instead of music it was unmistakable Inga’s laughter, a patter 

of feet along the corridor, and faint scratching noises that 

followed it, scratching at the door window. 

Mitya flinched as if to stand up. 
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Olesya dug her nails into his arm, refusing to let go. 

“Don’t,” she whispered. “I don’t want to see them. Not until I 

absolutely have to.” 

“Okay,” he relaxed, and they listened together to the 

preparations in the hallway, the usual sounds of backstage 

before the performance, the last adjusting of the hair, the 

costumes, the stomping of the hard pointe shoes. 

Neither of them noticed how they drifted off to sleep, and 

it was the grey light of dawn that woke Olesya. She gasped and 

sat up, startling Mitya. 

“What is this,” she said under her breath. 

“What’s what?” He asked sleepily. 

Olesya breathed on the frozen window and wiped it in a 

circle with a sleeve pulled over her hand. 

The train has stopped in the middle of an enormous 

junction. Endless train tracks spread in all directions, most of 

them auxiliary, rusted, out of use. And on those tracks sat 

trains, freight trains, passenger trains, one-story sleeper 

cars, two-story coach carriages, some attached to locomotives, 

others standing solo. There didn’t seem to be any order to them, 

or any logic as to why they would be standing here, except one. 

They appeared to be discarded. Trains out of service. 

Broken, dilapidated. Trains that were dead. 

“It looks like...a train cemetery,” breathed Olesya. 
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Mitya sucked in air. “Is there such a thing?” 

“I don’t know. But it doesn’t look like there are any 

people around.” 

“How do you know? Maybe there are.” 

Olesya turned to look at him. “This is the first night that 

I slept all the way through,” she said breathlessly. “I slept, 

Mitya, I slept through it.” She allowed herself a small smile. 

He raised his brows into a triangle. “That’s a good thing, 

right?” 

“It’s a very good thing,” she noticed movement out of the 

corner of her eye and jerked, slamming both palms against the 

glass. “No. No-no-no, please.” 

Hopping lightly across the tracks was Galka, a worn red 

backpack slung over her shoulder.  
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Chapter 24. Galka’s Escape 

The orange body of a diesel locomotive sat four railways across 

from them. Galka trekked to its rusty head and pounded on the 

exhaust grille. Waited. Curled her hand around the safety rail 

and nimbly hoisted herself up, tiptoed to the window, looked in. 

Turned around and walked the length of the gangway, vaulted to 

the ground, waved to someone. 

Olesya unfroze. With a cry she leapt out of bed, scrambling 

over startled Mitya, ran out of the room and skid down the 

stairs, barefoot. 

“What?” He called after her. “What is it?” 

“Galka is leaving, look out in the window! She’s wearing a 

red backpack!” Olesya skidded to a halt by the entrance door, 

gripped the metal handle and tugged. It didn’t move, locked. She 

pressed her face to the glass and started pounding on it with 

both hands. 

“Galka! Over here! Look at me! Get away from it! Take your 

backpack off! Off!” She mimicked the motion, but Galka didn’t 

see her. She scuttled up the rail, arms outstretched, toes 

pointed, positioning one foot in front of the other like a 

gymnast on a balance beam. 
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Up ahead stood a cluster of coach cars that could be or 

could not be attached to a locomotive. Olesya craned her neck to 

see. The view was cut off by the black rim of the window. She 

fogged up the glass with her breath, her guts swirling, her head 

pounding with blood, unsure what to do, how to get Galka’s 

attention, how to prevent the inevitable. 

“Let me out!” She hammered the door with both fists. “Papa, 

please! Don’t do this!” 

The floor rumbled and moved under her feet.  

The train started moving slowly and stealthily, rolling in 

step with Galka’s pace, as if making it easier for Olesya to 

see. She heard footsteps behind her and didn’t even turn her 

head, thinking it was Mitya. 

“There, see her?” She asked, pointing. 

Galka came abreast of the rear car and made a foray to the 

switch where the tracks crossed and branched out. She 

leapfrogged across, slipped, and buckled. Her foot wedged in the 

narrow gap between the frog and the winged rail. The tracks 

shifted with a screech. Olesya couldn’t hear the sound, but she 

imagined it, the crunching and the splintering of bones. Galka 

tilted her head and hollered in agony, then jackknifed and 

tugged on her leg, before collapsing onto the embankment, her 

knee stuck out like a warning sign. 

“No!” Olesya fisted her hair and tore at it. 
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“Sad, isn’t?” Said a voice above her head, and she spun 

around. 

Yanchik stood behind her, the bluish pallor of his dead 

face shining in the semi-darkness of the vestibule with a kind 

of a victorious glee. “She’ll be joining us soon. We missed 

her.” 

From behind him stepped out Inga, her lipsticked mouth 

blindingly crimson against grey skin. She curled an arm around 

Yanchik’s neck. “Yes, we missed her.” 

Olesya screamed and, skirting them so close the chilling 

vapor of their skin sent goosebumps up her spine, belted up the 

stairs. 

“Aren’t you going to dance Serenade with us?” Came 

Yanchik’s voice after her. 

“You have to, Olesya,” piped up the dull soprano of Larisa. 

“You know you have to.” 

Olesya dashed through the narrow hallway and collided with 

Mitya who was on his way down. He clasped her in his hands and 

she sagged in his hold, wheezing into his shirt. 

“What is it? What’s going on?” 

“There is Yanchik...and Galka...she’s stuck...we have 

to...” Bitter saliva spilled in Olesya’s mouth, and she wanted 

to throw up. Air whistled out of her lungs in violent 

outbreaths. She flicked her head to look back, expecting 
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Yanchik’s sneering head to appear above the stairs any moment, 

unable to speak, fighting the rising nausea. 

“What? Galka what?” Mitya lowered his ear to Olesya, to 

catch her words. She couldn’t move her tongue, suddenly seized 

with a debilitating tremor, shaking in his arms like a leaf on a 

breeze. 

“You’re okay. You’re fine.” He patted her back, propping 

her up and peering into her face with concern. 

“Was someone screaming?” Pushkin poked his head out the 

door of his compartment, scratching himself and blinking. 

“It’s the call for breakfast, first-come first-serve,” 

announced Makar shuffling out of the big room with his arm 

entwined around Karina’s waist. She yawned and slapped her hand 

on a door to her right, where Egor, Milena, and Vika disappeared 

the night before. “Wake up, love birds. We’re hungry.”  

“Don’t disturb them, maybe they’re having another go,” 

mused Makar. 

Karina giggled. 

“You guys, be quiet. You’ll wake up Alla Borisovna.” Said 

Lida from behind Pushkin, her hands flashing to and fro with a 

comb. 

“I’m hungry,” said Masha’s grumpy voice, and next she 

ventured into the crowded corridor. 
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“There’re plenty of meat downstairs!” Said Pushkin, grinned 

at his own joke and faltered, seeing the eyes directed at him in 

horror. 

“You did not just say that,” whispered Masha. 

Olesya caught her breath and forced herself to straighten, 

staring directly into Mitya’s eyes. “Galka is out there, she’s 

stuck in the railroad switch...it caught her...we have to get 

her out...now, before it’s too late.” 

“Galka is where?” Asked Makar. 

“What is going on here?” Alla Borisovna, dressed in her 

usual narrow skirt and a new cardigan, her hair pulled into a 

perfect bun without a single stray wispie stepped out of her 

roomette. 

But Mitya and Olesya were already jostling their way past 

the dancers and down narrow spiral stairs. Every step sent a 

jolt of fear up Olesya’s spine, at every step she expected to 

see the faces of the dead ballerinas. 

The vestibule was deserted. 

Olesya halted. “He was just here. They all were.”  

“Who was?” 

“Yanchik. And Inga, and Larisa. Right here.” Olesya tapped 

the floor with her foot. 

“You’re barefoot!” Exclaimed Mitya. 
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“I don’t care.” She lunged at the entrance door, wedging in 

her fingers. “Where is Galka? Where...we’ve moved past her!” She 

pressed her left cheek to the glass, skewing her eyes to the 

right, straining to see. 

“Let me...” Mitya moved her hand away and tugged. At once, 

the door opened, and he staggered, not expecting it to slide so 

easily. Cold wind beat on them, lifting Olesya’s skirt. 

“Why did it open now?” She uttered, shivering, watching the 

gravel powdered with snow roll back.  

The brakes screeched against the metal of the rails. 

Something clicked and dislocated underneath them, and suddenly 

the train shuddered to a stop and started rolling backwards, 

picking up speed. 

The map of the tracks flashed through Olesya’s vision as if 

she was looking down on them, flying over them. They have passed 

the fork of the switch, the blades switched over, and they were 

now moving on the tracks that led precisely to where— 

A strangled groan broke through Olesya’s lips. “Galka! It’s 

aiming at Galka!”  

“No.” Mitya’s eyes widened. 

She held his mortified gaze for a moment, looked down and 

ignoring Mitya’s cry, leapt out of the carriage, dropping to her 

feet and scorching forward on inertia, her knees and palms 
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instantly skinned and bloody. Tiny fragments of rock cut into 

the soles of her feet.  

“Galka!” Called Olesya and started running. She slipped on 

the uneven surface of the frosted embankment, her toes bumped 

into stones, heels painfully struck sharp corners, making her 

limp and gasp. She didn’t stop, pushing forward, until her speed 

was equal to that of the locomotive. 

“Olesya!” Mitya swooped on her from behind, grabbed her 

hand, and pulled her. 

They jogged within earshot of Galka’s cries. 

“Help! Someone! Help me!” 

Olesya stumbled and fell. Mitya halted abruptly, offering 

her his hands. 

“I can’t, Mitya! Run! Take the backpack off her!” 

He nodded and was off like an arrow, nimbly racing and 

overtaking the train. “Hang on, Galka! We hear you! We’re 

coming!” 

Olesya felt hot paths of tears on her cheeks. Ignoring the 

pain, she pulled herself upright and dashed after Mitya. Just as 

she reached him, he threw Galka’s backpack across the rails. It 

sailed in the air and dropped to the ground like a shot bird 

without wings.  

An ear-piercing whistle of dismay cut through the air. The 

large iron wheels locked, scraping along the rails, sending 
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sparks. The smell of hot metal and exhaust shot up Olesya’s 

nostrils. She tumbled on the ground next to Galka. The back of 

the sleeping car loomed over them, steam hissing from the bogie, 

scuffed ends of the buffers a mere foot away from Galka’s head. 

She gaped at Olesya, her face twisted in the agony of suffering. 

“Get me out, get me out, please...” she sobbed, clutching 

at her calf, tugging, and screaming at the sudden shock of pain. 

Sweat beaded her forehead, rolling down along her temples and to 

her chin. 

“Yes, yes, we will.” Olesya glanced up at the rear of the 

sleeper car and placed her hand on the buffer. “Don’t move, 

please, don’t, red is gone, see?” She waited for a beat. The 

train stood still, as if waiting to see what she would do next. 

She pivoted around and searched with her eyes for Mitya. “Mitya, 

there should be a switch stand—”  

“I got it.” Both hands on the handle of the hand-throw, 

veins etched on his neck in ropes, Mitya pulled it up to the 

vertical position and, leaning his whole body over it, groaning 

from effort, pushed it down. The switch housing mechanism 

emitted resistant squealing noises, and the rails crawled 

grudgingly to the left, freeing Galka’s foot. 

She fell back with a moan. 

“Quick! Get her off the tracks!” Olesya propped her 

shoulder under Galka’s limp arm.  



Anske / TUBE / 289 

“I only wanted to...wanted to see if anyone was in 

there...I only wanted to...” 

“Shhh.” Olesya carefully lifted her mangled foot out of the 

gap and winced. The sneaker was soaked in blood, and the ankle 

was bend at an unnatural angle that meant it was broken. 

The crackling of running feet and the disarray of calling 

voices made Olesya look up. Mitya pushed his hands under Galka’s 

other arm and sat her up. “Can you hold on to me? Grab my 

shoulders. We need to get you off the tracks.” 

Galka nodded and hung on him while he sidestepped the 

railroad and, once out of the train’s way, lifted her into his 

arms. Olesya followed, suddenly aware of her own feet throbbing 

with pain, frozen and cut on the sharp rocks from all the 

running she’d done. Her eyes fell on Galka’s backpack sitting 

sadly on the nearby tracks, then on the faces of Alla Borisovna 

and Pushkin who made it first, ahead of the rest of the pack 

hastily dressed in coats and jackets over pajamas. 

“What in the world has happened now?” Were the first words 

out of Alla Borisovna’s mouth. She wrapped herself in a thick 

shawl, stepping with care between the railways to where Mitya 

stood, holding Galka in his arms. Her sharp gaze slithered over 

them, over Galka’s bloodied foot, and rested on Olesya. “You 

again. What did you do this time?” 
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“Alla Borisovna,” began Olesya, her voice shaking. 

“Please.” She put out both hands palms outward in a supplicating 

gesture. “What I’m about to say may seem—” 

“I don’t want to hear no more of your demented nonsense! 

None of that abnormal stuff!” She shifted her gaze to Galka. 

“What were you thinking, Galina? Explain to me why did you 

decide to leave the carriage alone, without my permission.” 

“I wanted to...” Galka’s voice broke into a wail and non-

discernable blubbering.  

“Excuse me, Alla Borisovna.” Mitya hoisted her up higher 

and, slightly bending backwards to counterbalance the weight, 

walked around the astounded director who followed him with wide-

open eyes like two coins glistening on the surface of her tight-

skinned face. “I did not give you permission to leave,” she said 

in a low timbre that usually predicted a fit of wrath.  

Mitya ignored her and walked on.  

Pushkin glanced at Alla Borisovna, then at Mitya, and 

rushed to his aid. “I can hold her legs if you just...” he 

circled his arms around Galka’s thighs, and Mitya let her slip 

into his hold, catching her shoulders. Galka issued a ragged 

moan. 

“Sorry, sorry,” mumbled Pushkin. “I’m trying to be as 

gentle as I can.” 

“Where are her things?” Asked Lida. “I’ll go get it.” 
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“No!” Cried Olesya, and in one jump she was next to Galka’s 

backpack, staring down at it like at a face of a monster that’s 

about to unfold and snatch her between its jaws. 

“Turn around and come back, Mitya! I didn’t give you 

permission to leave!” Shrieked Alla Borisovna, a look of utter 

bewilderment on her face. Bewilderment and defeat. She stood 

like a statue, alone at the end of the carriage, trembling, the 

ends of her hand-knit shawl flapping behind her in the breeze. 

She slowly pivoted and thrust a demeaning finger at Olesya. 

“You,” she spat. “What have you done to my dancers?” There was a 

mad gleam in her eyes, something bordering on hysteria. 

“Alla Borisovna—” 

“Answer me!” 

The dancers began walking away one by one, leaving them 

alone. Alla Borisovna sensed it with the skin of her back and 

immediately twisted around. “Where do you think you’re going? 

Stay.” 

They paused, exchanging uncertain looks. 

“It’s cold, Alla Borisovna...” began Masha. 

But she was back to staring at Olesya. “It all started with 

you. I shouldn’t have let you pass the exam. You have no talent, 

no artistry. Only technique. Your technique is what has bought 

me. I had doubts. I should’ve trusted myself. Something inside 

me said that you will bring a disaster to my troupe, something—” 
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“How dare you,” said Olesya, a blinding curtain of 

indignation shrouding her vision. Everything darkened in her 

eyes. “How dare you accuse me of something I haven’t done? You 

have no proof.” 

“No proof?” Repeated Alla Borisovna. “No proof? And what do 

we have lying in the bedroom on the first level? Two bodies, 

Olesya, two of my pupils dead at your hands!” 

“I didn’t kill them! The train did!”  

“Oh, how interesting,” sifted Alla Borisovna through teeth. 

“It has a mind of its own, does it?” 

“Yes, it does. How do you think we have ended up here? Go 

ahead and look. Do you see anyone sitting in the cab? Is there 

an engineer? Where is he?” 

Olesya’s words fell on deaf ears. Alla Borisovna believed 

what she wanted to believe. “It can be remote-controlled. For 

all I know, they’re sending it on its way to the station.” 

“Are they? There is no one here, for miles. This is a dump, 

a train junkyard. Can’t you see? They’re all out of service and 

broken.” Olesya swept her arms around, and as if to answer her 

one of the carriages on the nearby track, all of its windows 

shattered, started moving. Alla Borisovna gaped at it. Then 

another one rolled forward. Soon, there was a slew of whispering 

clattering movement from all sides. They were gathering. 

Gathering for the show. 
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“Still don’t believe me?” Asked Olesya.  

“Out little birdie has gone off her marbles,” said Milena, 

stepping out from behind the director’s back. “Alla Borisovna, 

you will catch a cold, standing here like that. I have cold 

coffee in a thermos. It’s not much, I know. Would you like 

some?” 

Alla Borisovna nodded. “Thank you, Milena. Egor, fetch 

Olesya and lead her inside, please. She doesn’t seem to hear 

me.” 

Egor strolled up to Olesya, and for the first time his 

bunched up bed hair, his arched eyebrows, his enticing lithe 

movements and dark searching eyes had no effect on her, or, 

rather, it had a new effect. Instead of desperate helpless 

attraction she felt revulsion and disgust, disgust at his 

narrow-mindedness, his shameless hedonism and hypocrisy that 

manifested itself in pleasing those who could advance his 

career. Every girl was a stepping stone in him maintaining his 

image of the soloist. It was about status, never about people. 

He loved himself too much. 

“I will prove it to you,” said Olesya quietly, “to all of 

you.” She bent, picked up Galka’s backpack, and slung it on her 

shoulders. 

“Olesya!” Shouted Mitya, running to her. “Put it down!” 



Anske / TUBE / 294 

She made if she didn’t hear him, walked up to the tracks 

and stepped between them, facing the rear end of the carriage. 

“Go on, papa,” she said. “Do it.” 
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Chapter 25. Olesya’s Dare 

The train shuddered, inched toward Olesya, stopped with a squall 

of brakes. Its backlights blinked. Its engine revved, coughing 

and clattering, and a curling cloud of smoke burst over the 

locomotive, as if it snorted, undecided. Like an enraged beast, 

a bull, teased by a patch of provoking color. 

Olesya tensed, willing herself to stay put.  

“Go on,” she said, clutching the straps of the backpack, 

her fists solid as rocks. “Repeat what happened to Tanechka. Is 

that what you want? To kill me off? To kill anyone who dares to 

wear what she wore? It’s a bit ridiculous, don’t you think? It 

won’t bring her back, papa. It won’t. I know you’re mad, I 

understand.” She raised a tentative hand. 

The wheels shuttled to and fro, rocking on the rails. The 

steel corpus of the carriage came within touching distance, so 

close, Olesya could see clumps of grime on the coupling hooks, 

the caps of fuel valves, the pipes. She placed her hand on the 

cold body, and it thrummed under her fingers. 

“Olesya...” Mitya’s voice floated to her. 

She could see him out of the corner of her eye, standing by 

the carriage, but didn’t turn her head to look and put up a hand 
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to stop him. “I’m okay, Mitya. I’m fine. Please. This is between 

me and papa.” 

“But—” he cut himself off. 

“Thank you,” said Olesya softly. 

“What do you want me to do?” 

“Just...go back to Galka. Her leg needs to be braced.” 

“Masha is tending to her.” 

“Pardon me.” Egor put his hand on Mitya’s shoulder and 

pushed him aside. “Olesya, would you like some help or can you 

get back into the carriage on your own?” His flawless smile 

stretched from cheek to cheek so wide, Olesya thought his 

handsome head might split in two. 

The train hummed with a peeved drone and jolted a foot, 

nudging Olesya so she almost fell, windmilling her arms for 

balance and taking a quick step back. 

“Olesya!” Shouted Mitya. 

She glanced at him, readjusting the backpack. “Stay where 

you are, Mitya. I’ll be fine.” 

Egor, a disdainful smirk playing on his lips, nimbly hopped 

up the slope of the embankment, reaching for her. 

“Don’t touch me!” She cried, her eyes on the carriage, 

reading every motion, every sign of a tremor. 

“Listen, waltz girl. You either get off the tracks 

yourself, or I will help you.” Assured of his invincibility, 
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Egor didn’t see Mitya’s arm swing out until it was rushing 

though the air. Sensing movement, he pivoted to look, when 

Mitya’s fist connected with his ear and knocked him off his 

feet, sending him sprawling headlong onto the tracks. 

“She told you not to touch her,” he said, leaning over 

Egor. “So don’t touch her.”  

“You’re as primitive as ever.” Spat Egor, collecting 

himself. “Sometimes I doubt if you have any brains, Mitya, which 

leads me to my next question. Who are you to give me orders, may 

I ask?” He crouched and stood up, brushing off the snow. “I 

don’t want to fight, we’ve got enough fatalities as it is, so I 

ask you nicely to get out of my way.” 

Mitya stubbornly shook his head. “No.” 

“As loyal as a dog, huh?” Egor scoffed. “I’m doing what 

Alla Borisovna asked me to do, numbnuts.” 

Mitya loudly sucked in air and stared Egor in the eyes, 

“Fuck Alla Borisovna.” 

“Oh?” The corners of Egor’s mouth curled downward, and an 

amused expression collected his features into a mask of mock 

surprise. “You’ve got the hots for the old bitch, is that what 

it is? The virgin pupil wants to be deflowered by his teacher? 

Is that how you plan to advance your career? Smart move. And 

here I thought you didn’t a trace of basic intelligence. I take 

my words back. I admire your perspicacity, if you know what that 
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word means.” With a smile he suddenly sideswept Mitya and lunged 

for Olesya. 

She did the only thing she thought of to escape him. She 

grabbed the bottom of the connecting corridor rubber seal and 

hefted herself up, stepping on the edge of the coupling hook.  

Egor’s hands closed on empty air. 

Olesya glanced down at him, and for a brief moment the 

thought of dropping Galka’s backpack onto him gripped her with 

vivid clarity. She closed her eyes and shook it off. 

I can’t do this, I can’t. I can’t. 

But you want to, the other voice whispered. You want to. Do 

it. 

No. 

She snapped her eyes open. The carriage juddered under her 

hands. It acted as if it wanted to shake her off, to shake the 

irritant off, the blazing red clump that hugged her back. A 

squealing whistle issued from the tip of the locomotive. It 

vibrated harder. The walls of the carriage shook so violently, 

Olesya’s feet slipped off the narrow ledge she was standing on. 

She sunk her fingers into the soft pliable rubber of the seal 

and lifted her feet with a gasp, hanging. 

A weak electric shock jolted through the car.  

Her hands gripping the rubber, she cautiously tried to 

lower one foot, and carefully placed it on it. Below two bodies 
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rolled on the ground in a tight grip. Grunting noises mixed in 

with the crunching of the gravel. 

“Mitya!” Olesya slipped one strap off her shoulder. 

Mitya pinned Egor under his knee and lifted his head, his 

eyes shining with victory. Egor bucked underneath him and, using 

this moment of distraction, bit Mitya’s arm.  

“You son of a bitch!” He punched his nose, drawing a thin 

line of blood. 

“Catch it!” Called Olesya. “Take out Galka’s things and 

throw it away!” 

“I can do it,” Masha stepped out from the shadows and 

extended her arms.  

The clattering of the wheels grew in intensity. Despite the 

weight of the car, it rattled so violently, it almost jumped on 

the rails, and an inkling of an idea pricked Olesya’s mind. It 

was an image, a hazy recollection of a picture, an overturned 

train leaning on its side next to the tracks, helpless, 

immobile, in need of a crane to lift it back up. She’d seen a 

photograph somewhere in the news. 

Derail it. I must find a way to derail it. At least then it 

won’t be able to move. 

“You must empty it and throw it away, got it? You can’t 

have anything red on you. You can’t. Do you understand?” Olesya 
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waited for an answer, her teeth rattling in tempo with the 

carriage. 

“Yes, yes, I know.” Masha’s eager face spelled out her 

reluctant belief. She kept flicking her eyes to the trembling 

machine, to its wheels, its hoses, and back at Olesya clinging 

to the back of the car. She flung the backpack and threw it. 

Masha caught it and rushed away from the tracks. 

The shaking abruptly seized, and a new sensation flooded 

Olesya. Focused hatred cursed through the machine. It rose in 

the metal and surged up in waves, warming the sheathing, and 

instantly up ahead a sound of the shifting railroad switch could 

be heard.  

“Empty it! Throw it away!” Shouted Olesya. 

A spasm lurched though the train and it took off, clacking 

over the gaps in the rails, picking up speed. 

“Masha! Get rid of it!” Hair flapped in the wind and 

crawled into Olesya’s open mouth. She spit it out. 

“I got it!” Masha stood triumphantly with a bundle of 

things transferred to a plastic bag. The backpack lay discarded 

in the neighboring tracks. Masha placed the bag on the ground, 

walked up to it, and positioned it precisely across the rail. 

Then she hurried away and picked up Galka’s things.  
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Egor and Mitya stood shoulder to shoulder, watching the 

cars move, screech to a stop past the switch, and reverse the 

direction, backing off.  

It was not until it rolled back and forth several times 

over the insulting piece of cloth that the train finally 

stopped, still and dead as any mechanism devoid of electricity. 

As if it exhausted itself, it grew cold and distant. 

Olesya hung on to the seal for a good few minutes before 

letting herself off into Mitya’s arms below. 

“You okay?” He asked. 

“Yeah. How is Galka?” 

“She’s fine.” He saw the questioning look on her face and 

corrected himself. “I mean, she’s not fine, of course, but turns 

out Pushkin’s mom is a nurse, and she used to take him to her 

polyclinic and show him what she does, so he made a splint.” 

Olesya shivered, taking in the surroundings.  

It seemed as though she hasn’t seen it all until now, at 

least not in detail. The junction was at least two dozen 

railroads wide, with some of them dead-ending into buffers, 

squalid trains of various build and age, discolored by years of 

elements beating down on them, snaked along the tracks, silent, 

gutted, windows broken, roofs snow-capped. Yet something was 

strange about this place, something alarming. Olesya couldn’t 

place it, roving her eyes between carriages, until it hit her. 
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“There are no power lines,” she breathed a plume of warmth 

into the frozen air. 

“What?” asked Mitya. 

“No power lines, no poles with wires, nothing...” she gazed 

around and beyond the carriages, but there was nothing there 

except a flat plain covered in snow. It ran off into the horizon 

where it melted into the sky leaden with grey clouds. “Where are 

we? Where is this place, and why is it abandoned like this?” 

Rocks crunched under footsteps. 

“Guys?” Masha beckoned to them. “You must come inside.” 

“What is it?” Mitya raised his brows questioningly.  

“It’s Galka. It’s not looking good. And, well...” she 

faltered, her grudging demeanor replaced with worry. “Some 

people are not taking lightly what you are doing and what you, 

Olesya, are talking about. They, well...go see for yourself.” 

“Wait,” Olesya hopped down the embankment, snatching 

Masha’s arm. “What about you?” 

She studied Olesya for a beat before answering. “What about 

me?” 

“Do you believe me?” 

Olesya’s question hung in the air, unanswered, picked up by 

the wind and scattered into silence. Only it wasn’t silence 

anymore. There was movement above their heads, movement that 
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didn’t predict anything good, movement that brought with it the 

chill and the gnawing rigidity of that which is beyond life. 

“You can’t waste your time on talking, you must dance. You 

know that, don’t you?” dull words rung out from above, and a 

shuffling motion. A handful of snowdust scattered in the air, 

sparkling, and settled on three unturned faces. 

Olesya and Mitya didn’t make a sound. It was Masha whose 

cry soared into a pitchy yelp. She brought both hands to her 

cheeks, squishing her open mouth into a gaping void of horror. 

On the roof of the sleeper car stood Yanchik, dressed in 

his performance attire. Next to him posed Inga, Larisa, and 

Katya, the gauze of their pale-blue skirts fluttering on the 

breeze like wisps of gossamer, giving their already colorless 

skin a tinge of deathly blue. They smiled, their feet clad in 

shiny satin pointe shoes, folded in fifth position, their arms 

curved. 

“We must dance,” whispered Olesya, not taking her eyes off 

of the dead dancers.  

“What is it you said?” Asked Larisa, moving her bluish lips 

with mechanical precision. “I can’t hear you.” 

“We will dance with you,” repeated Olesya. 

“You said that a while ago, and we’re still waiting,” 

chided her Inga. 
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Olesya stole a glance at Masha who stood straight as a rod, 

horrorstruck.  

Three, three of us have seen them. Will they believe me 

now? Do they have a choice? 

“Give us an hour or so to get ready. Would that be okay?” 

Asked Olesya. 

“An hour?” Yanchik inclined his head, and it creaked 

terribly, as if the bones weren’t strong enough to hold it and 

it could roll off his shoulders any moment. “Nikolay 

Vasilievich, she says an hour.” 

The horn blew a departure signal, two short whistles, one 

long. 

“He says an hour is all you get, no more.” Translated 

Yanchik, and spun on his heel, leading the ballerinas away, to 

the locomotive, leaping and trotting in accurate dancing steps. 

Olesya felt a lump of ice lodge in her stomach and freeze 

her guts. “Papa,” she croaked, “it’s my papa’s name.” Her ears 

buzzed, bright dots flickered before her eyes. “It is you,” she 

said. “Wait!” 

Yanchik halted, throwing her an inquisitive glance over his 

shoulder. 

“Where is he? Where is Nikolay Vasilievich?” 

“Why, in the engine compartment, of course. Where it’s 

warm.” And Yanchik was off, waltzing with the girls to the 
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connecting passage, where they slipped off the roof and 

disappeared between cars. 

“He’s in there,” said Olesya to no one in particular, 

hardly realizing she was talking aloud. “He is in the engine, I 

thought I felt a presence when...” she sensed someone looking at 

her and turned. 

Masha stared at Olesya with a strange light shimmering in 

her eyes. “I’ll get my costume ready,” she said gravelly and 

began walking to the entrance door on wooden legs.  

Olesya and Mitya exchange a glance and followed her without 

a word. 
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Chapter 26. The Shifting Of The Power 

Inside the sleeper reigned chaos. The shaking carriage was 

attributed to the start of an earthquake. Overtaken by panic, 

the dancers surged downstairs only to find the entrance doors 

locked. Alla Borisovna chased them back to their compartments, 

restoring order. While Olesya and Mitya conversed, Egor slipped 

away, stumbled on Masha at the door, let her out, and, shocking 

everyone with his appearance—“How did you get in?—but the doors 

are locked!—are they still outside?”—spread the rumor that 

Olesya is a callous scheming slut who made Mitya beat him up.  

“Really?” Asked Makar. He was sitting in the circle of 

girls in the big room, shaking nuts out of a snack bag on his 

palm, clomping it over his mouth, and chewing loudly. “Want 

some?” He offered the bag to Vika. 

“Sure,” she hungrily emptied the last of them and chased 

them with a gulp of water from a plastic water bottle. 

“Really.” Egor’s face sagged and he shook his head to show 

his disbelief. “I wouldn’t lie about something like that. She’s 

dangerous. If I were you, I’d keep away from her. Disaster 

follows her every step. I don’t know what it is that she does, 

but I’m not eager to find out on my own skin. I want to live, 
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you know?” He forced a burst of laughter and sidled up to 

Milena. 

“Is it safe to get out?” Asked Vika, standing. 

“What would you want to get out for? It’s freezing, and 

there is nothing there except trains,” said Milena. 

Vika sat back down, her sticking out ears coloring pink. 

“I can’t believe it.” Makar propped up his glasses. “Out 

timid waltz girl? Scheming? Dangerous? I’ll have to see this for 

myself.” He nimbly stood up, his joints cracking and flexing. 

“Where is she?” 

“Outside with her dog,” Egor waved his hand and focused his 

attention on Milena. “What’s been happening? What did I miss?” 

She flipped back her wavy bob and rolled her eyes. “Not 

much, if you don’t count this fucking piece of junk shaking the 

bones out of our skin. I thought we were going to die in here. 

How did you get inside, anyway?” 

Egor shrugged, “I just opened the door?” 

Milena passed a look to Vika who in turn glanced at Karina 

and Lana. They lowered their eyes. 

Galka’s moan drifted through the hallway, and it rooted the 

dancers to their seats. No words were spoken until she fell 

silent under Lida’s frantic blubbering. 

“I’ll go look,” said Makar resolutely. “Who is with me?” He 

passed his eyes around the room. On the lower berth sat Egor 
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hugging Milena by her shoulders, next to them Vika tucked her 

legs under herself like a small frightened animal. Karina and 

Lana rummaged through their things in search of food on the bed 

perpendicular to this one.  

“I thought I had some crackers,” muttered Karina, poking 

through crumpled tees and pulling out a pair of pantyhose by the 

foot, stretching it out in a long line of nylon until it popped 

free. 

“Crackers?” Lana’s eyebrows went up. “Are you kidding me? 

She’d kill you if she found out.” 

“I don’t think she cares anymore.” Karina kept digging. 

“No?” Asked Makar. “No one?” Okay,” he stepped out and 

strutted through the corridor, peaking into the compartment 

where Lida and Pushkin hovered over Galka’s mangled leg, 

changing bloody towels for fresh ones, her leg installed on the 

seat across from where she sat, strapped with belts to the 

narrow rectangular trash bucket as a way of bracing it.  

“Either come in and help or be on your way,” snapped 

Pushkin at him. 

Makar stomped down the stairs and bumped into Masha. She 

sideswept him without looking and hurried upstairs. On her heels 

Olesya and Mitya climbed in, shuddering, shaking off snow with 

red unbending fingers. A whoosh of cold air brought with it the 
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smell of winter that quickly dissipated in the musty chill that 

seemed to lodge inside the carriage. 

“So, what’s happening? What was all that shaking?” Asked 

Makar. Mitya passed him without a word, but Olesya stopped, 

staring him in the eyes. 

“Do you want to live, Makar?” Her face remained impassive, 

as if she asked him if he wanted a drink. 

His forehead folded into wrinkles. “I’m sorry?” 

“Live. Do you want to live?” She repeated. 

“Leave him, Olesya,” said Mitya from the stairs. “Come on.” 

“No, wait.” She held Makar’s puzzled gaze. 

“What kind of a question is that?” He finally managed. “Who 

doesn’t? Of course I do. Are you all right, Olesya? It seems 

like you’re not making much sense lately.” 

“I’m not sure how this works, it’s only my guess, for what 

it’s worth,” said Olesya ruefully, “but the train wants us to 

dance, and it seems it doesn’t touch those who do. We’re going 

to do it, me, Mitya, and a few others. Join us.” She cocked her 

head and added in a softer tone, “you always come out after 

Galka, so that means...if my assumptions are correct, you might 

be the next victim.” 

“Well, thanks very much.” Makar had no face on him left, 

only a pair of holes in the hollow sockets. He backed off from 

her. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. You were on your way up?” 
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And he motioned with his arm to where Mitya stood silently with 

Alla Borisovna who has appeared in the middle of the 

conversation, listening in. 

“Are you scared of me, Makar?” Olesya faced him, her hazel 

eyes still, calm. 

“Who do you take me for?” He squealed, his voice suddenly 

thin and ragged. His cheeks puffed out with air. He exhaled and 

gained control over himself. “I think you need to rest, girl. 

Take it easy. Go take a nap or something.” 

Olesya pressed closer, “have I ever lied to you?” 

“About what?” 

“It doesn’t matter about what. Just tell me, have I ever 

lied to you?” 

Mitya sighed. “Olesya, come on, it’s pointless.”  

She waved at him to be patient. 

Makar assumed his general stance when approaching girls, 

“well, darling, we’d have to be in a relationship for you to lie 

to me. Is that what you’d like?” 

Olesya slapped his raised hand. “Die, then,” she said 

quietly, “if that’s what you want. Die the ignorant incurable 

moron that you are. But I want you to remember my warning in 

your last moments. I want you to think that I have tried talking 

sense into you, that I tried to make you listen to me, to put 
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aside your reservations, your fears, your prejudices, and simply 

listen.”  

The last words were spoken so softly, Makar leaned in to 

hear them. His lower lip curled out and hung slack, revealing a 

row of irregular teeth crammed together. 

“Egor was right,” he said and straightened. 

“Oh, he’s explaining to everyone how crazy I am, is he?” 

Asked Olesya bitterly, rubbing her bloodied palms together and 

hugging herself. 

Before Makar could answer, the buzz of the engine trailed 

through the carriage and with a creak of bogies they moved. The 

many lines of rails behind the door window rolled away, the 

forsaken trains with them, watching the TUBE locomotive depart 

with their yawning broken windows. The chugging accelerated 

quickly, swaying the floor under their feet. 

Cries erupted on the second level, cries and Galka’s 

agonized moans of pain. 

“We need to get ready for the dance,” said Olesya to Mitya 

who stood motionless next to Alla Borisovna.  

 “You’re not going anywhere,” she said, lightly stepping 

down and blocking Mitya with her shawled frame. “And I don’t 

want to hear any more of this dancing for the train nonsense.” 
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“I’m with you on this, Alla Borisovna,” said Makar and 

positioned himself behind Olesya. She twirled around and he 

caught both of her arms, squeezing his fingers in an iron hold. 

“Let me go,” she slammed her right knee into Makar’s 

crotch. His eyes bulged out and he bent over.  

Free, Olesya rushed the length of the corridor to the room 

where Larisa’s and Yanchik’s bodies lay, yanked the door open 

and slammed it behind her, spinning around and pressing her back 

to the wall, her eyes wide, flicking between two shapes on the 

lower berths swaddled and covered with indigo blankets. 

It’s nothing. Nothing. It’s just dead bodies, that’s all. 

It’s just— 

She thought the scarlet corner of Larisa’s coat moved and 

whimpered, unable to retrain herself. Behind her voices shouted, 

followed by a scuffle and running footsteps. 

“Get off me, Egor! Let me through!” Mitya’s cry broke over 

the hullabaloo, and next he was pounding on the door behind her. 

Olesya stepped aside and let him in. Before he caught his 

breath, there was a sharp knock that could only come from the 

knuckles of Alla Borisovna. 

Olesya’s eyes darted to the hook, and Mitya quickly pushed 

it over the peg, locking it in place. 

“I ask you to open the door, please,” came muffled through 

the gap. 
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“What for?” Asked Olesya. 

“Because I asked you to,” answered Alla Borisovna’s voice, 

and another joined her.  

“We could break the glass,” that was Makar speaking. 

“They’ll come out soon enough,” offered Egor’s deep drawl. 

“They’ll get hungry or will have to use the restroom, and 

they’ll come out. We can simply wait. I don’t know if I want the 

window to this room to be broken, best to keep it intact.” 

“I’d rather break the window of the door that leads to the 

engine,” said Milena’s voice. “I’m curious to see what exactly 

is making this train move, if there is indeed no engineer that’s 

manning it.” 

“No!” shouted Alla Borisovna. “You will do no such thing! 

You will go back to your room and sit and wait for my orders. I 

haven’t decided on the course of action yet, and this drama you 

keep involving me in is rather distracting.” 

“And what will you do if I go against your orders?” Asked 

Milena in tones of deliberate provocation. 

“Milena, come on,” said Egor’s voice. 

“No, really. I’d like to know. Will you spank me? Make me 

stand in the corner and think about all the shameful things I’ve 

done? What?” 

“Get back to your room,” hissed Alla Borisovna. 
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“You can’t do shit to me,” said Milena loud enough that it 

came clearly through the door. 

Olesya and Mitya exchanged a look, then both glanced at the 

bodies, half-expecting them to rise. They didn’t move. 

“If you continue using profanities, Milena, I will fire 

you,” said Alla Borisovna, her voice trembling with indignation. 

“I will fire you from my troupe and I will deny any requests of 

recommendations you ask for when seeking a new position.” 

“Your troupe?” Milena snorted. “What’s left of it, you 

mean? Be my guest. Go ahead. I don’t give a fuck anymore, okay? 

I want to get out of here alive, and I want to see what it is 

that’s moving this thing and stop it, if I can.” 

Olesya heard an intake of air and a series of rapid 

footfalls. She stared at Mitya, his eyes glinting in the gloom 

of the curtained room. 

“You will pay for this, Olesya.” 

Alla Borisovna’s whisper sliced through the leaden silence 

like a knife through butter, making the little hairs stand up on 

Olesya’s arms.  

“You are the cause of it all. You have started it. You will 

end it.” Alla Borisovna walked away, her steps hushed by the 

worn carpet. 

“Don’t worry, I don’t believe that,” said Mitya. 

“I’m not worried.” 



Anske / TUBE / 315 

“Yes, you are. I can see it.” 

There was a single knock on the door. 

Olesya froze, staring up at Mitya. He placed his hand on 

the hook, pressing it down. 

I won’t let them in, his eyes said. 

But what if they break the glass? 

He shook his head, guessing her trail of thought. I don’t 

think they will go as far as breaking the glass. It was a scare 

tactic to get us out of here. 

“Guys, it’s Masha, open up.” 

Mitya lifted the hook and let her in.  

She had her hair done up for performance, the curly dark 

strands smoothed and lacquered into a flawless bun, the fuzzy 

little hairs running down from her temples to her chin, the 

whiskers she was ashamed off and tried to shave one time, 

framing her roundish face. “I brought your stuff. Pushkin and 

Lida are coming too. They’re with Galka right now. She’s better, 

sleeping. Oh God,” she flung a hand to her chest, losing hold of 

the stack she held in her arms. It slipped and fell to the 

floor. “I forgot they’re here...” 

“You’re fine,” said Mitya. “You’re not alone, whatever 

happens.” 

Masha looked at him gratefully. 
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Olesya picked up her skirt and shoes. “Thanks for bringing 

all this.” She rose and her eyes passed over Yanchik’s 

silhouette, darkened by the dusk seeping through the narrow gap 

in the curtains. The fabric no longer had a blue tinge, it was 

black. 

Black like the black crepe of papa’s casket. 

Olesya squeezed her pointe shoe, holding it in a clammy 

fist the way she held her toy locomotive on that winter morning, 

when snowflakes floated down on her eyelashes, melting, dripping 

together with her tears that she couldn’t stop, silent tears 

that blurred her vision. Her other hand, mittened, clutched her 

mother’s. They stood, surrounded by solemn family, at the far 

end of the old Moscow cemetery, beneath naked elms dotted with 

crows. A long black box on the hoary ground holding what was 

left of her papa, of his warm words never to tell her another 

story, of his raspy laugh, his lengthy explanations of how the 

trains worked. 

“You’d be surprised at how easy it is to stop such a big 

machine,” he told her before leaving on his last trip, the trip 

from which he would return in that black box. 

“How?” Asked Olesya. 

“Well, there are several ways,” he sat down in his 

haunches, taking her hand in his and prying the locomotive from 

her fingers. “See the wheels?” 
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Olesya looked. “Yes.” 

“See the rims on the wheels? They guide the train. Where 

the rims turn, there it will go. And if anything is in their 

way, even a small stone or a bolt, it can cause the whole thing 

to run off the rails.” 

Olesya’s eyes widened. “Run off where?” 

Her papa chuckled. “It’s not like it will sprout legs and 

run, no. It simply means it will sustain a mechanical failure of 

tracks or wheels, or both, and derail, or even keel over, if 

there is a bend in the railroad, and if it’s going fast enough 

for inertia to carry it.” 

Olesya blushed, caught in making such a silly assumption 

about a train running on legs. She pondered her father’s words, 

rolling the wheels of the toy with one finger. “Is that when 

they call you, papa?” 

“Yes.” 

“To put it back on the rails?” 

“Well, not exactly. I tell them how to fix it and then 

inspect it once it’s fixed.” 

“What’s the other way?” Asked Olesya, looking into his 

suddenly distant eyes. 

“Huh?” 

“The other way? You said there is another way for it to 

fail.” 
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“You have quite a memory, Olesya.” He patted her gently on 

the cheek. “Yes, there is another way. It doesn’t happen very 

often as engineers like me inspect every locomotive on a regular 

basis, but sometimes we miss things, and sometimes things get so 

worn, they break and cause the engine to fail.” 

“What things, papa?” 

“Oh, it’s too long to explain. I have to go now.” 

“No, papa, please! What things?” 

He smiled at her. “Why do you need to know? Do you plan to 

become a mechanical engineer? I thought you want to be a 

ballerina. I really need to go, Olesya, or I’ll be late for my 

train.” 

Her mother then came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands 

on an apron. “Still here? Aren’t you going to be late?” 

He left then, and he never told her what things one has to 

do to make the engine fail. 

“Olesya, you okay?” Mitya’s hand on her shoulder, warm. 

She blinked. “Sorry, yes, I’m fine.” 

They cautiously made their way up to their compartments. 

The door to the big room was closed, low voices murmuring 

behind it. Whoever was in there, didn’t come out for a long 

time. The rest of the doors were shored with curtains, dark and 

locked.  
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Olesya spent the rest of the evening at Galka’s side, 

automatically blotting the sweat on her face and holding her 

hand, watching her babble in feverish delirium, watching Lida 

fuss over lack of food and water, Pushkin flex and stretch in 

the narrow space of the corridor, preparing for the performance, 

all of them creating a kind of a protective halo around her, 

without questions, without doubts, placing blind faith in her 

knowledge of what was to come, of what they needed to do. 

Olesya didn’t have the heart to tell them she didn’t know 

herself anything for certain. She wasn’t sure of anything, she 

didn’t know what would happen to them after they danced, she 

didn’t know where they would dance, with the train moving. 

“We’re ready,” Mitya’s words pulled her out of her silent 

reflections. “You need to get dressed.” 

She wrenched her gaze away from the fields behind the 

window, velvety and purple in the gathering dusk, and looked at 

him, uncomprehending. “Ready for what?” 

Mitya blinked, “for the dance.” 

“Ah,” said Olesya. 

“Where are we supposed to do it?” Asked Masha. 

“I’m not climbing up on the roof,” Lida shook her head and 

crossed herself. “No way.” 

They waited for Olesya’s response. She groped for something 

to say, anything. 
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The train answered for her. It began slowing down. 

They all felt it, and even Galka opened her eyes and, with 

a moan, spoke through dry chapped lips, “Where are we? Are we in 

Seattle?” And then, bolder, “have we arrived?” She lifted 

herself on both arms and cried in pain. “I need to go to the 

hospital, I don’t know how long I can endure this.” 

“No, I don’t think it’s Seattle,” said Olesya slowly, 

peering out the window. “I think it’s an abandoned station, and 

I think it will serve as our stage.” 

The train juddered to a sudden stop, breaks squealing 

against the rails. The thrum of undercarriage machinery stopped, 

and with one final jolt it stood still. 
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Chapter 27. The Abandoned Station 

Outside, on the smooth line of snow, squatted a rural depot, a 

decrepit one-story brick building fronted along its central unit 

with a pillared porch, the roof of the hall caved in, the spire 

bent and broken, the smooth floor of the platform cracked in 

places, icy drifts rippling over bald spots. It was shrouded in 

darkness. If there was a road leading to it, it was invisible or 

long gone.  

“Where in the world are we?” Asked Galka again. 

Olesya squinted, cupping her face against the glass. “It 

says NORA on the sign.” She could barely make out four scuffed 

black letters stamped on a white board affixed to the pediment. 

“Nora...where is that?” She looked questioningly at Mitya. 

He spread his arms. “I don’t know. Don’t ask me. I’m a 

geographical idiot.” 

“And all kinds of idiot in between,” supplied Masha 

quietly. “Except the dead one.” She passed her gaze to Olesya, 

who understood what she was referring to and made no comment. 

“Thank God I’m still alive,” answered Mitya with a silly 

grin. “What can I say? My mother dropped me several times when I 

was a baby, but didn’t drop me hard enough to die, though it did 



Anske / TUBE / 322 

knock out whatever brains I was born with. I don’t miss them 

much, though.” 

This morbid image miraculously conjured a ripple of 

laughter out of them, six dancers crammed into a compartment 

designed to accommodate two. Wisp-like and skinny, they sat two 

at a seat, Olesya next to Galka, Masha and Lida opposite them. 

The boys stood in the narrow space by the door, leaning with 

their elbows on the edge of the upper berth.  

“Does it matter where we are?” Pushkin raked his curly hair 

nervously. “I’d rather get this over with already.” 

“This doesn’t look good,” Lida held on to her golden cross 

with both hands, peering outside. “Oh, I don’t like it. The idea 

of this...performance—” 

“At least your foot isn’t broken,” chided Galka, her face 

grey in the weakening light, grey and shiny with a thin film of 

sweat. “So stop complaining. For the life of me I would’ve never 

bought into this crazy story, if I didn’t see the switch move on 

its own. It’s mechanical, one of those you have to shift by 

hand. So it can’t be remote operated. Something made it move 

exactly when my foot slipped inside.” She met Olesya’s eyes, 

drilling into her as if seeking veracity to her statement. 

“I don’t know how it happened,” said Olesya, passing her 

eyes at Mitya with a new appreciation waking in them. “I wish I 

knew. I can only guess...” She perked up, ears attuned to a 
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territorial shift in the carriage. The air congealed into a 

solid stillness, unnatural. 

“It’s so quiet,” Masha bunched her thick brows. “Why is it 

so quiet? Wouldn’t someone want to go see why we stopped and try 

to get out? What are they all doing, I wonder?” 

“Do you hear something?” Asked Olesya, listening. 

Mitya cocked his head, concentrating. “Hear what?” 

“Shhhh.” Olesya gripped the seat. 

There was a faint tinkling noise of breaking glass. And 

then, from afar, floated a roulade of sounds, voices, singing 

voices. It dissolved on the whistle of the wind that lashed 

against the train, leaving greyish striations on the frosted 

glass. Olesya sprung up and felt her legs slue out from under 

her. She lowered herself down, holding her head in both hands. 

“Do we have any food?” She asked. A thick cloud of 

dizziness sat on her shoulders, and her blood pressure suddenly 

dropped, leaving her reeling and weak. 

“There was a packet of dried figs in my backpack,” said 

Galka and with a sigh leaned her head back on the seat, licking 

her lips. “There was water too. Did you bring all of my stuff 

back, Masha? I’m thirsty.” 

“Here,” Masha reached under the seat and pulled out a 

plastic bottle with a bit of water on the very bottom and gave 

it to Galka who looked at it wistfully. “Is that all there is?” 
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“We can scoop some of the snow and melt it,” said Lida. 

“Water is more important than food for survival. You can live on 

water while your body burns fat...” she faltered. 

They all glanced at each other, assessing their bodies, 

trim, thin, devoid of any extra weight that could serve as fuel. 

“We’re fucked,” stated Galka coarsely.  

“Galka!” Lida glanced at her, affronted. 

“Save your squeamishness for another occasion, all right? 

At least you can walk. I can’t. You see this? You see?” She 

lifted her leg together with the small waste tin belted to her 

foot and groaned, tears of pain rolling down her cheeks. 

“With God’s will—” began Lida. 

“Stop it! You and your God’s will.” Galka started sobbing, 

her face distorted like that of a child battling fierce 

disappointment. “I’ll never be able to dance again...never...” 

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 

Olesya touched her shoulder, a wave of compassion rolling 

to her throat. “I’m sorry...I’m so sorry...” 

“It’s not like you did it,” Galka shrugged, and then 

dropped her head on Olesya’s shoulder, wailing in earnest. 

Olesya looked at the girls. They held Galka’s hands. 

“Shhh, shhh,” Masha patted her softly on the knee. “Crying 

is good. Cry it out, you’ll feel better.” 
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Pushkin, uncomfortable, hid his face in the shadows. Mitya 

dropped to his knees by Galka and started massaging her calf, 

“you’ll be fine, you’ll see. We’ll get out of here and fix your 

foot and you’ll be fine. I promise.” 

Galka looked at him with her swollen eyes. “How do you 

know? You can’t promise something you don’t know.” 

“I just do. You need to change,” he threw at Olesya. 

“Yes, right. Don’t look,” she picked up her attire. “Close 

your eyes, please.” 

Pushkin shaded his eyes, Mitya leaned into Galka’s side, 

stroking her leg with quick nimble movements. 

“The old bitch is up to something,” muttered Masha. “I can 

sense it. Why hasn’t she poked her head in yet?” 

“I can’t believe she didn’t show a slightest concern for 

you, Galka.” Lida shook her head. 

While they reminisced, Olesya quickly changed, moving with 

elaborate accuracy in the cloister of the compartment they were 

in. The moment she tucked the last ribbon into her pointe shoe, 

a sound like measured ripping of a heavy cloth surged from the 

locomotive to the carriage, and then with a crackle of 

electricity every light in the compartment came on, blinding the 

dancers. They shaded their faces, blinking. 

“Whoa...” Pushkin staggered, hands over his head. 
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The ceiling lamp shone so bright, its light spilled outside 

into the night, as did the light from every other room. The 

beams combined on the forefront of the platform, plucking it out 

of obscurity like stage lights did the rim of a proscenium 

before the performance. Only there was no curtain to part. In 

its place dilapidated columns leaned into harsh wind, beyond 

them rectangles of double doors long gone opened into the 

deserted hall of the station.  

Awed by the eeriness of this occurrence none of them spoke, 

gazing outward, spellbound, catching first echoes of singing, 

male voices singing, beckoning to them, the violins striking a 

chord after a chord. 

One, two, three. Olesya counted beats automatically. 

“Go, go!” Mitya waved frantically. “You’re opening it! 

We’ll be late!” 

They all leapt up—all except Galka—their faces exuding that 

frantic backstage anxiety that possessed them before each 

performance, no matter how many times they have danced a 

particular piece. It was always the same. The rush of adrenalin, 

the shaking hands on their hair, their costumes, their shoes, 

checking for last minute snags, imperfections, smoothing what 

needed to be smoothed, stretching, tapping feet, sucking in air 

and gushing it out in short bursts. Some kind of a ebullient, 

effervescent merriment swept them off their feet and didn’t let 
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go until it was over, until the last sound of applause had died 

and the last bow had been relinquished, and they fluttered 

backstage, feeling for the first time the aches in the joints, 

the burning pain in the muscles, the toes chafed raw, bleeding, 

screaming with every step.  

It was that rush, that luxurious high they got that kept 

them coming back to Bolshoi, despite the injuries, despite the 

need to pop painkillers in order to practice up to eight hours a 

day, pummeled by Alla Borisovna’s harsh words and fits of 

conniptions. It was the love for ballet itself, for the art of 

it. It was this love that now harried them out of the room, into 

the unknown of the deserted train station in the town of Nora 

that must have perished in time, leaving behind it the only 

surviving building, the train depot. 

None of them stopped to think and wonder why the corridor 

was empty. It was not until Olesya stepped on the first level 

floor that she grasped what was wrong, but by then it was too 

late. 

With a savage cry Egor jumped out of the luggage area and 

snared Olesya’s head into an empty cloth bag, hugging her from 

behind while Makar quickly tied her feet together with a rope 

made from strips of torn shirts.  

“What are you doing?” Cried Mitya, rushing to Olesya’s aid. 

Emerging from the shadows, Milena stuck out a leg and Mitya 
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tripped on it, falling headlong on the grated steel floor with a 

dull thud. He groaned, attempting to sit up. 

The music picked up in volume. 

Milena froze, eyes wide. “Serenade. It’s Serenade. Do you 

hear it? Where is it coming from?”  

“Who cares? Do it!” Commanded Egor, and Milena swiped at 

Mitya’s head with a mallet, missing it by an inch. Her lips 

trembled and she dropped it, flinging both hands to her mouth.  

“I can’t do this, I can’t do this,” she muttered, her 

beautiful eyes large and frightened, her whole figure contorted 

with a kind of a terminal horror. Shards of broken glass 

glistened by her feet, and behind her a red fire extinguisher 

shone brightly in the wall nook hanging next to an empty hook. 

“Scaredy cat,” hissed Vika from behind. “What kind of a 

Russian girl are you? Can’t hit a guy with a stick?” 

“Shut your mouth, will you? You try, and I’ll see how you 

do it.” 

“Milena, pick it up!” Shouted Egor, Olesya wriggling in his 

hold. “What is wrong with you?” 

Instead it was Makar who bent and scooped up the mallet, 

heaving it in his hand and gazing around. 

“Whoever steps outside, I’m going to knock on the head with 

this thing. I’m dead serious.” He panted, his glasses askew.  
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“Let me go, Egor! Please! We have to dance, to stop this!” 

Olesya’s voice came muffled through the cloth. She bucked and 

jerked, kicking both her tied legs. Egor, strong as he was, 

staggered against the wall. 

There was a momentary pocket of stillness.  

Outside the melody blasted louder, rising in volume, 

assaulting their ears with distorted basses that shook the whole 

carriage, making the violins squeal and the cellos twang and the 

contrabasses low like cows. 

Stunned, Pushkin halted on the last stair, Lida and Masha 

behind them. 

Egor looked around, uncertain, his features melting from 

determined hostility to that of primal fear. 

“Have you guys lost your minds?” Asked Masha, speaking over 

the noise. “Why are you doing this? We’re not your enemies, you 

know?” 

“Where is Alla Borisovna?” Chimed in Lida. 

“The old bitch? We locked her up,” said Egor with forced 

exuberance, color quickly draining out of his face. “She was 

getting in the way, sticking her nose into our business. I’ve 

had enough of her. Don’t think that just because you are—” he 

winced. 

The four-step of a cello clouted on the doors, making the 

glass in them bend inward and ripple, near breaking point.  
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“What is making this noise?” Cried Vika. 

“The train!” Olesya said through the bag. “The train is! 

Take this thing off me, I can’t breathe!” 

Egor dragged her into the luggage area while Makar stood 

guard, mallet at the ready. Groaning, Mitya clambered to 

standing and lunged at Makar, clonking him on the head. 

Olesya thrashed and, resorting to desperation, shouted, 

“papa, tell them! Tell them to let me go! Tell them, please!” 

The music abruptly died, and in the resulting void a 

crackle of the intercom ripped with static. 

“Dance,” boomed a mechanical voice. “You must dance, 

Olesya.” It was unmistakably male and it spoke in Russian, with 

a cadence none of them were familiar with. 

Egor released his hold, petrified. 

Olesya tumbled, tore the cloth bag off her head and, 

gulping air, said quietly. “Thank you, papa, I will.” She 

tromped to the vestibule, reeling, where Mitya caught her. “You 

okay?” 

“I’m fine. Ready?” 

He nodded. 

The entrance door unlocked and slid open, letting in a gust 

of wind. The beginning of the Serenade rung out in the air and, 

without waiting for the rest of them, Olesya stepped out, 

cringing from the cold. 
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Chapter 28. To Dance Or To Die 

I can do this. I can, I can. I will show you...show you, papa, 

how much I have learned, how good I am. Look at me. Are you 

proud of me? This is my dream, this is what I’ve always wanted 

to do, remember? I’m doing it, papa. I’m doing it. I hope you 

will be proud of me, of all the work I have done, the years of 

practice. This is all for you, all for you, so you can... 

A strangled sob escaped Olesya’s throat. She choked it 

down, wiping at her eyes, glancing back. Her vision doubled. 

Mitya caught her arm, steadying her. Behind him Pushkin stepped 

out uncertainly, Masha, Lida with her hand at her neck, holding 

on to the necklace as if to a lifesaver. 

The uneven concrete buckled and caved under the snowpack. A 

thin layer of ice made Olesya trip and fall painfully on her 

knees and hands, adding to the bruises and drawing new blood. A 

gust of wind ripped at her skirt, lifting it and folding it over 

her head. She brushed it off, her hands getting tangled in the 

gauze. 

“Olesya,” Mitya reached to help her up, but she was already 

standing, smoothing the tulle, staring straight ahead. 
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“I’m fine,” she pranced in her quick little stage steps and 

stopped where she thought was the middle of the platform, 

stretched her neck, swept up her arms and poised, one leg out, 

toes en pointe, waiting for the right note to come.  

The squall of a freezing gale made her shudder, but she 

kept her position, gritting her teeth, taking her mind out of 

her body, into the observational place of the audience. At every 

practice she imaged herself sitting in the front seat, watching 

her own feet change position, her legs bending in a plié, 

chasseing to a glissade, her arms flicker, her head turn. The 

map, the map on the floor, the sequence of steps, the tempo, the 

liquid flow of the music. 

One. Two. Three. One, two, three, four. Five, six. 

Three more beats until her move. 

She glanced about, the customary sweep. 

The locomotive sat on the rails like a dark whopper of a 

slug, the cab window shining yellow, all ten headlamps turned 

on, shafts of bright argent skewering the night in front of it 

like a projector in a movie theater. If those were its eyes, 

they couldn’t possibly see Olesya’s performance, and yet every 

inch of the machine’s metal hide was watching her. She sensed 

its illusory feelers crawl over her skin.  

The sleeper car, in contrast to the mostly dark head, 

blazed with electricity. On the upper level Galka’s face 
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plastered against the glass, the window next was shored off by 

the curtains, and underneath it, in the window on the first 

level the pasty countenance of Alla Borisovna hung on her thin 

neck as if suspended in air, her eyes round, her hand on her 

cardigan’s top button. No other roomettes seemed to be occupied. 

At least visibly Olesya couldn’t detect any presence in them. 

The last room where Larisa’s and Yanchik’s bodies lay was 

dark.  

A throng of startled figures crowded the open entrance 

door: Egor, Milena, Vika, and Makar. Lana and Karina were 

nowhere to be seen, most likely hiding. 

Olesya’s stomach knotted. 

Nastya is missing...and Galka...it won’t be complete... 

She mentally sifted through the dancing order and cleaved 

in two. The two opposing sensation lasted no longer than a split 

second. The effect they produced was that of a sudden onslaught 

of sweat that beaded her upper lip and prickled under her arms 

despite the knifing cold. 

Larisa is after Nastya, then Inga, then— 

She stared, forgetting to count, and then her part was upon 

her.  

Fingers, fingers, toes. Fifth position. Arms out. En 

pointe. Bend. Bend! 
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Olesya didn’t feel her frozen limbs anymore, which spared 

her the agony of pain. She balanced into an arabesque and spun, 

fluffing up the flanges of her skirt like petals of a delicate 

flower. Her eyes fell on the illuminated darkness behind her and 

she held back a gasp. 

Larisa’s stiff bluish shape trotted forth, perfectly in 

order of her appearance, save missing Nastya. 

A sharp intake of air ran under the symphony, audible 

enough for Olesya to detect, not so much to hear as to feel as a 

vibration in the air.  

Lana, flashed through her head automatically. Lana should 

have replaced Nastya. Where is she? 

She couldn’t look, her head tilt requiring her to gaze 

slightly to the left and upward, at the inky velvet of the 

night. 

And that’s when the screaming started. Involuntarily, 

Olesya flicked her eyes to the entrance door. Milena held her 

face, her mouth wide open. Egor pressed a hand over her mouth. 

She fought him, bit him. They locked in a struggle. 

“Milena, it’s okay! They won’t hurt you!” Cried Olesya. 

Her voice drowned in the surging melody, pierced by an 

irritated whistle of the train. 

They were interrupting the ballet. 
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Her heart pounding, Olesya followed the ebb of the music, 

extended her arm and dipped into a bend. 

Please, papa, please, don’t do this. I’m dancing for you. 

Watch me. Are you watching me? 

She raised her eyes.  

Inga fluttered out of the shadows after Larisa, and then 

came Mitya, pale as paper, Katya on his heels, her stern focused 

face wooden in death as much as it was when she was alive. They 

lined up in a diagonal.  

Can you do this? Asked Olesya’s eyes. Please. 

I’m doing it, answered Mitya’s petrified stare. I’m doing 

it. For you. He halted, toes outstretched, back erect, his dark 

hair flapping in the wind, a muscle twitching in his cheek. 

Yanchik flew out of the station hall as if it was the back 

of the stage, and struck a pose. Mitya sucked in air, sensing 

the chilling presence with his back, unable to look, rooted to 

the platform. 

It was now Makar’s turn to make his appearance. He was the 

midpoint of the row, the rest of them to form the other arm of a 

V. He was to shepherd them into wings, to have them fold and 

disperse across the stage in dots, fifteen dots cast in a 

lozenge pattern, the main diamond in the center, two lesser ones 

on either side, all linked with Makar in the middle row of five 

male soloists. Four beats, and the whole formation was to 
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burgeon into pairs and hem Olesya and Mitya, a half-circular 

accouterment for the first pas de deux. 

It was as far as they got the last time before venturing 

onto the roof of the moving train, an impartial rendition of 

Serenade. 

They were almost in full composition now. 

An inchoate presentiment rose in Olesya’s gut and lurched 

to her throat, locking it. 

We’re not going to make it.  

Milena’s screaming abruptly stopped.  

Angled away from the carriage, head high, Olesya skewed her 

eyes to the side, to see what was happening. 

Three more counts for Makar to leave the carriage and 

stroll to his position.  

It seemed as three hours to Olesya, thoughts and images 

whirling through her head, catching her in the turbulence of the 

need to remember her movements, observe herself from the side, 

watch the treacherously slippery ground, stay aware of the train 

and its mood fluctuations signaled by the change in the fabric 

of the sounds and air, listen to the music, and force herself to 

ignore the cold and the wind that made it impossible to exercise 

her usual grace, making her movements rigid and forced, a part 

of her fretting over Alla Borisovna’s scolding, another part 

dismissing it. 
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On cue, Makar burst through the illuminated rectangle of 

the doorway, and stopped outside, hesitating. 

“I’ll prove it to you!” He yelled, his glasses glinting. 

“There is no such thing.” His arms down, he held a dark 

elongated shape. 

“Get back here!” Egor swiped him, and that’s when Olesya 

recognized the object in Makar’s hands. He swung with it at 

Egor, sending him up in arms, staggering back. For a moment it 

sprung into the shaft of light and blazed an uncomfortably vivid 

red. 

“The fire extinguisher,” breathed Olesya, tense before her 

upcoming sashay into the next figure. Another couple whines of 

the violins, and Makar would be too late to take his place. 

“Oh my God,” the pit of her stomach frosted over. “Drop it, 

Makar! Drop the fire extinguisher!” She leaned over, balancing 

on the edge of indecision. 

Run to him...knock it out of his hands... No, stay...hold 

position, dance, distract papa...have him watch...have him 

forget... Can he forget? He can’t see red in the dark... Yes, he 

can... 

“I’ll have you taste it if you get in my way!” Makar was 

screaming at Egor who backed off with raised palms indicating 

piece. 
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With a sudden bestial roar Makar hefted the extinguisher 

high over his head and ran at Yanchik, clumps of snow flying 

from under his feet. 

“No!” Forgetting all about ballet, Olesya rushed to 

intercept him.  

Mitya was ahead of her, his arms spread, his legs wide 

apart like that of a boxer ready to meet his opponent head on. 

“Stop! Don’t do this!” 

“Out of my way!” Cried Makar and swerved, careering around 

Mitya, dodging his arms, until he was right in front of 

Yanchik’s rigid figure.  

Yanchik’s glassy eyes didn’t move, pinning Makar with a 

calm regard. He didn’t flinch, didn’t step aside. 

There was a minute hesitation in Makar’s assault. His 

raised arms lingered, trembling slightly, the extinguisher 

glimmering, his mouth opened wide. Horror spilled over his face, 

his glasses slid to the tip of his nose. 

“You can’t be...you’re dead, you can’t be standing here,” 

he said hoarsely. “Your body is over there.” He motioned with a 

slight flick of his head. “I saw it myself. You’re nothing but a 

hallucination, a product of my mind.” 

His words drowned in the intensifying music. The whine of 

the violas reverberated through the night, rising in pitch. The 

vibration created by the sound waves made the glass in the 
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windows pulse. The steel hide of the locomotive expanded, as if 

was taking a deep breath, and out came the shrill noise of the 

horn. 

Olesya felt sick with fear, tasting bitter bile rise up and 

force its way into her mouth. 

“Makar,” she said.  

He didn’t hear her for all the noise. 

“If he is a product of your mind, you don’t need to hit 

him!” Mitya’s words cut through the cacophony. He crept up to 

Makar from behind, aiming to snatch the extinguisher out of his 

hands, sensing a catastrophe to unfold if he didn’t do it. 

“Makar,” Olesya gulped, stepping up to him slowly, “Makar!” 

He heard her and flipped her a look of confusion and anger. 

“Listen to me. This is not a hallucination. He is real. 

Yanchik is real. They all are—” 

“Enough! Stop talking to me. You’re crazy. I know you’re 

crazy.” He licked his lips and arched back to deliver a blow 

when Yanchik spoke and arrested his movement. 

“Go ahead,” he said in a flat tone that, despite it being 

quiet, cut through the noise like scissors scraping on the 

glass. “Do it.” 

Makar’s hold slacked. He shook his head, unable to find 

words, stunned. His lips peeled in a grimace of utter disbelief 

and consternation. 
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“Don’t be afraid,” continued Yanchik, speaking loudly over 

the music that blared with an increasing tempo, the wrong tempo. 

It sped up as if someone accelerated the record. “I’m already 

dead. You can’t kill me twice.” 

Makar blubbered something unintelligible, the fire 

extinguisher shook in his hold and he began lowering his arms. 

“Well, are you going to do it or not? I’m waiting.” His arm 

shot out and blocked Mitya who reached for the extinguisher. He 

sat on the snowy platform, hard. Inga and Larisa blocked Olesya 

from Makar, Katya completed the circle.  

A cold hand grasped Olesya’s arm and she almost shrieked 

from surprise. “He is doomed, isn’t he?” Said Masha’s voice 

close to her ear. 

“No, he isn’t,” Olesya shook off her hold. She swept up to 

Mitya, grabbed his hand, and together they wedged between the 

dead girls. With a mere flick of a hand Katya sent them reeling 

backward. The squall of the solo viola came to a stacking 

crescendo, a deafening roar of the wind accented it, and to 

finish it off there came a strangled wail of terrible agony. 

Makar screamed his last scream, the pitch rising higher, higher, 

impossibly high, and then it abruptly stopped.  

It all stopped. The music. The wind. Every noise hushed, 

swallowed by an impregnated silence. And in that silence one 
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last noise rang out like the last note in the symphony concocted 

by the train.  

It was a muffled clonk of the fire extinguisher striking 

concrete and rolling to a rocking stop by the edge of the 

platform. Its cylindrical shape dented from the fall, it sat 

there like a morbid reminder to those who were still alive, 

glimmering its ruddy color at them. 

There was an echo to this sound. A soft whoosh and a pat.  

Like a part of a single entity, the dead dancers vanished 

into the shadows, leaving behind the crumpled body of Makar. His 

neck was twisted at an awkward angle. Next to him lay his 

glasses, as if he carefully put them on the ground to rub his 

eyes and any moment would pick them up and put them back on. 

No one moved, staring. 

“Lida,” said Olesya under her breath. “Lida is next. I 

can’t...let it happen. I must do something. I must...stop it. I 

will stop you, papa. I’m sorry, but I will have to. I will have 

to...” She let the tears fall, barely sensing them. “I will have 

to.” 
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Chapter 29. Survival 

Numb from what they have witnessed, the dancers stood in 

silence, frozen in that space of no time and no feeling before a 

multitude of emotions would rake them and mutilate them and make 

them lose the last stronghold of their sanity. All of them 

sensed it, and dreaded it, and knew it was inevitable, waiting 

for the signal, for someone to poke through the membrane of 

illusion, of this insufferable catatonic density.  

“Makar!” Karina’s shout woke them, and they stirred, 

disturbed by this harbinger of the affray, the upcoming fight 

for survival, the knowledge that death was at hand and it 

wouldn’t hesitate.  

Karina hurried out of the carriage, leaned over Makar, 

shook his shoulders. “Makar, can you hear me? Talk to me.” She 

smoothed his hair away, peering into his glassy eyes. “Answer 

me, dammit.” She sat back on her haunches, and turned to the 

doorway. “Why are you standing there? Help me!” She placed her 

head on his chest, listening. She slapped his cheeks. “Someone 

help me! We need to get him up, he’s hurt, we need to—” 

Olesya placed a hand on her shoulder. “He’s dead, Karina. 

There is nothing we can do for him anymore. I’m sorry. It’s my 
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fault.” She looked at her gravelly. The heavy weight of 

bereavement, of guilt, the nagging sense of responsibility for 

the lives at stake stripped her of caution, of shame, of 

indecision. “I will stop it,” she added. “I promise.” 

“You.” Karina jumped to her feet. “It’s all because of 

you!” 

“She killed him,” said Milena evenly, walking up, glancing 

up at Egor. “She killed him. I saw it. We all saw it.”  

“No, she didn’t. Yanchik did.” Said Mitya. 

“Yanchik is dead!” Milena thrust a finger back at the 

carriage, pointing to the room with the bodies. 

“You saw the same thing I saw, so stop pretending like you 

didn’t.” Mitya picked up Makar’s glasses, hooked them into the 

collar of his leotard, and shoved both hands under his arms, 

sitting him up. Makar’s head dropped and rolled on his chest, 

lifeless. 

“Don’t touch him,” hissed Karina. “Don’t you touch him. 

You’re together with her, with the crazy one.” She motioned to 

Olesya. “Get away from us. Get out of here. I don’t want to see 

you on the train. Go!” She placed both arms outward and shoved 

Olesya, hard.  

Olesya staggered, surprised. 

Mitya dropped Makar and leapt to her, catching her by the 

arm.  



Anske / TUBE / 344 

“Are you guys out of your minds?” Asked Masha, her voice 

shaking from the cold and from the agitation. “What are you’re 

talking about?” 

“She’s right,” gulped Pushkin, suddenly turning around and 

sidling up to Karina. “It’s all you, Olesya. You’re making this 

stuff happen.” 

“Pushkin!” Said Mitya, aghast. “How can you—” 

Olesya silenced him with her hand. 

“No, let him. It’s no use. He’s scared. They all are.” 

“And you’re not? What are you playing at here, waltz girl? 

A fucking hero?” Milena puckered her lips, sucked in a gob of 

saliva, and spat into Olesya’s face. “You’re one crazy bitch. I 

want you off this train.” 

Olesya slowly wiped the spit with the back of her hand. 

“Don’t.” She pressed on Mitya’s hand. It jerked out of her hold, 

then stayed. 

“If you say so,” he whispered back. 

Milena and Egor advanced at them shoulder to shoulder, wind 

whipping flurries at their faces. Behind them materialized Vika, 

leading out Alla Borisovna by the arm. “Look, Alla Borisovna, 

Olesya killed Makar. She won’t stop at that. You know it. You 

know how she is. We need to banish her. Her and her dog, don’t 

you agree?” 
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“Oh God,” Alla Borisovna’s hand fluttered to her lips, 

trembling. A strange contortion overcame her features; it seemed 

forced, theatrical. “Oh God. Makar. When did this happen?” 

“Just now,” explained Egor. “A few minutes ago.” 

“But how...?” She raised her eyes, and in them woke 

hostility and horror, two opposing desires, to throttle Olesya, 

to flee from her. And something else.  

Fear, thought Olesya. She’s afraid. She’s terrified. I’ve 

never seen her like that. Something is wrong. Something—   

“She did it,” Egor pointed at Olesya.  

“Why are you saying this?” Olesya looked at him, 

bewildered. “You know it’s not true. Why hang blame on me 

instead of helping me? Why are you doing this, Egor?” 

“Don’t come closer.” He thrust out both arms. 

“Coward,” Mitya spat.  

Olesya gripped his arm, stopping him. “Am I that scary?” 

Masha shook her head. “I can’t believe it. I simply can’t 

believe it. Why are guys ganging up on her? She’s innocent. She 

doesn’t know herself how it’s all happening. We can’t do this 

right now, we can’t fight. We need to stick together, to fight 

it together, to—” 

“To fight what exactly, Masha?” Asked Alla Borisovna 

coldly. “Tell us. We’d like to know.” 

Masha swiveled her questioning eyes at Olesya. 
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“My papa,” she said softly and glanced up at the train. 

It sat still, lights blazing as before, listening. 

“Your papa? Well, that’s an interesting idea. Number one, 

he is not here to fight, is he? And number two, forgive me for 

being blunt, but I thought your father is dead?” Alla Borisovna 

tucked the shawl tighter around herself. “It’s cold in here. Why 

do we must talk in this freezing weather? I’d like to go 

inside.” It was not the usual statement. It was a question. 

“Alla Borisovna, are you all right?” Olesya frowned. 

“Since when do you worry about my wellbeing?” The 

director’s voice was strained, broken, tainted with an onslaught 

of tears. “Worry about your own!” 

There was a faint tremor after she said these words, a 

trembling of air around the locomotive, like a vapor of 

excitement, of the events going according to a plan.  

Olesya squeezed Mitya’s hand to stop him from talking. 

“What happened to you?” She studied Alla Borisovna, a deep 

crease forming between her brows. Her lips moved slowly, and she 

gave up on trying to control the quivering. It didn’t matter 

that Mitya wrapped his arms around her, it didn’t matter that 

Masha stood behind her. The chill didn’t come from the cold, it 

came from inside. It arrested her internal organs one by one, 

seeing to it that they exerted themselves at a bare minimum, 

focusing the remaining energy on task. “What did they do to you? 
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How did you allow them to lock you up? I don’t recognize you, 

Alla Borisovna.” 

A grimace of hurt passed the director’s face. Her lips 

pressed into a thin bloodless line. “Spare me your pity, Olesya. 

I’ve had enough of you. I don’t want to listen to this delirious 

nonsense anymore.” 

“Or course, Alla Borisovna, should we go inside?” Vika’s 

saccharine tone raised hairs on Olesya’s head, and when they 

turned around to walk back to the carriage, she saw that Vika 

was pressing a long shard of glass to Alla Borisovna’s back, 

straight between her shoulder blades. 

“What—” she balked. 

Egor flung out his arm from behind, the mallet in his one 

hand, a knife-like piece of glass in another. “I wouldn’t try me 

if I were you. There are three of you, and there are five of us. 

Six now.” He flicked his gaze at Pushkin, then at Makar. 

Lana and Karina parted at the door to let Alla Borisovna 

and Vika through, and drew together, blocking it. 

“Lida,” breathed Olesya. “Where is Lida? Lida!” 

Darkness answered her with an echo. 

“Lida!!!” 

“She was just here,” said Mitya, swerving around. “Lida! 

Where are you guys going? Won’t you help us look for her?” He 
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pleaded at Egor and Milena. They were retreating, walking 

backwards toward the carriage. 

“Pushkin, what happened?” Mitya rushed to him. 

“Get your hands off me!” And with a cry Pushkin took off, 

running blindly into the sleeper and disappearing up the stairs. 

Egor faced Mitya, the glass shard pointed at him. 

“You won’t do this,” muttered Mitya. 

“Oh, yes, I will. If I have to choose between myself 

staying alive versus you staying alive, you bet I will choose 

myself.” He squinted at him, a new steely hardness shining out 

from under his brows, and Mitya hesitated. 

“Milena, where are you going?” Cried Masha. “Aren’t you 

worried about Lida? Don’t you care what might have happened to 

her? And what about Makar? We need to put him on the train.” 

“On the train?” Milena tilted her head and issued a 

guttural laugh. “You mean, what’s left of it?” 

“You’re not safe there,” said Olesya, quietly stepping up 

to them. “You’ll be safer out here.” 

“Then why don’t you do it?” Snapped Milena. “Go look for 

your friend, play hide and seek, see if you can find her.” She 

stretched out her lips into an ugly grimace. “There is only so 

much food we have. It won’t last long, and we’re not sharing it 

with you, so you can scram. Go kill yourselves a deer. I hear 

raw meat is good for your complexion. Maybe it will brighten up 
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your pale mug so you can attract men instead of virgin boys who 

don’t know how to clean the sand out of your vagina.” 

Olesya stared, stunned. “Where is this hatred coming from? 

What did I do to you, Milena?” 

In answer she slammed the entrance door in Olesya’s face, 

and when Olesya gripped it with her fingers, a seizure passed 

through the carriage, a spasm that cinches one’s throat in a fit 

of laughter.  

And then it did it, the train.  

It laughed.  

A rumble of a chuckle burst through its ventilation shafts, 

like it snorted steam before taking off. The noise burgeoned, 

ringing, taking over the wheels, the bogies, the body of the 

locomotive, every inch of its surface undulating, pulsating, 

rippling with hysterics. It spread over to the carriage, and 

both cars guffawed with a hideous grating noise, metal on metal. 

It screeched, it scraped, it gurgled. It couldn’t stop 

jiggering. 

Olesya, Mitya, and Masha stared at it, dazed. 

Flecks of snow skimmed down from its roof. The light in the 

windows flickered, and shadows of panicking figures streaked to 

and fro. A startled face of Milena appeared in the entrance door 

window. She pounded on the glass, her mouth open wide, 

screaming. 
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The laughter suddenly cut itself off. The door flung open, 

and Milena did something none of them expected. 

She bent, picked up Olesya’s duffel bag and threw it 

outside. Next followed Mitya’s things in a heap, spilling over 

the platform. And last came Masha’s suitcase. It bounced once 

and spun on the ice, slowly coming to a halt. 

“There,” said Milena. “That’s all, I believe.” 

“No!” Mitya leapt to the door a few seconds too late.  

She slammed it shut and dropped the hook on the peg, 

grinning at him with a lunatic smile of the one who has 

abandoned all hope and taken solace in exercising the most 

primal human instinct without a shred of guilt: survival. 

“You can’t just leave us out here, we’ll freeze to death!” 

Masha pounded on the door. 

“Good luck,” she mouthed, fogging up the glass, and stalked 

off, away, up the stairs. 

“Come back!” Masha ran up to the next window, lit up, 

empty. “Someone, please!” 

“We need to look for Lida,” said Olesya. “Lida!” She called 

without enthusiasm. “Lida!” Her fingers struggled to get a hold 

of the zipper on the bag. 

“Here, let me,” Mitya grabbed it and in one swift movement 

opened it up. 

“Thank you,” said Olesya, and dug inside.  
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After she had found her warm clothes and got dressed, she 

helped Masha who got distressed and needed to be pulled away 

from the windows. Mitya gathered his belongings, and once ready, 

they set out at the grim task of finding Lida, or what remained 

of her.  

None of them spoke. They kept calling her name into the 

night, without success, walking the length of the platform, 

searching through the rubble of the station, a shabby vestibule 

with broken wooden benches, dusty ticketing kiosk, its 

splintered glass covered with a thick layer of grime and dust. 

Broken glass splintered and crackled under their feet. Their 

voices echoed and bounced off the walls. It smelled of decay, 

years and years of abandonment illuminated by the light from the 

train. 

“She’s not here,” said Mitya finally, and they ventured out 

back to the platform. 

Olesya glanced at the locomotive, its image so familiar, 

its dark silhouette etched against the grey expanse of the snow. 

The sloping roof, the bogies, the gaps between them, the iron 

wheels, the windows.  

“Mitya,” she said suddenly, a fist of warm air bursting 

through her lips. 

“What is it?” 

“Can I see my bag for a second?” 
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He placed it on the ground, and Olesya dug her hands 

inside, feeling through layers of clothes, fishing for one 

shape. She found it on the very bottom, it the corner, under the 

bulk of Anna Karenina, rolled in a sock, as if it tried to hide 

from her, to make her forget about it. 

“What, Olesya?” Repeated Mitya. “Something wrong?” 

She groped for the toy. “Hold on.” 

Masha blew on her gloved hands, rubbing them. “It will be 

morning soon. I’m exhausted. I can’t believe it they won’t let 

us in. Whatever possessed them?” She passed her eyes over the 

train. “What if it leaves without us?” 

“It won’t,” said Olesya resolutely. 

Masha squinted at her. “How can you be so sure?” 

“Papa is not done with me yet,” Olesya said simply, and 

Masha averted her eyes, unnerved by her words, not willing to 

develop the topic. If not spoken about, she hoped it would 

somehow disappear. 

Mitya placed his hands to his mouth. “Lida! Lida!” Her name 

scattered around and fizzed out. “Maybe she’s inside? Maybe she 

got in while we were talking?” 

“I don’t think so,” said Olesya. 

They have been through this discussion before, while 

looking for Lida in the station, and around it. 
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Olesya took out the book in one hand and the toy locomotive 

in another, slipping it in her coat pocket. 

“What book is that?” Asked Masha. 

“Anna Karenina.” Olesya flipped through the pages, trying 

to find the place where she stopped. The strip of paper she used 

as a bookmark has slipped out somewhere in the depths of her 

bag, and she couldn’t recall the page number, her eyes skipping 

through lines absentmindedly. 

“I could never finish it when we had to read it in school, 

it’s too thick.” Masha spoke with fervor, clinging to this 

normal conversation. Words rattled out of her mouth, one running 

over another. “I only remember that’s she went insane, Anna, 

didn’t she? From love. It was a love triangle. The husband, the 

wife, the lover.” 

Masha’s comment stung Olesya unexpectedly. “She didn’t go 

insane, she was misunderstood.” 

“She committed suicide though, didn’t she? You must have 

something wrong with your head to do that. There is always 

something in life to strive for. How can you decide to take that 

away from yourself? You must not love yourself very much. It 

takes a certain kind of a person—” 

“Stop.” Olesya peered at Masha with such intensity, she 

recoiled. 

“Don’t you think—” 
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“No, I don’t.” 

“They’re watching us,” said Mitya, motioning to the 

windows. A couple faces quickly withdrew into shadows. “Cruel 

bastards. I bet we could find some heavy rocks and smash the 

windows to get in.” He glanced around in search of something 

heavy to throw. 

“Don’t, Mitya,” Olesya shook her head. “It won’t like it. 

Papa...won’t like it.” The book slipped out of her hand and 

flopped to the ground, creaking open close to the end. Olesya 

kneeled, picked it up, and froze. 

Her eyes stopped on a passage, imbibing every word. 

“She wanted to fall under the first carriage, the midpoint 

of which had drawn even with her. But the red bag, which she 

started taking off her arm, delayed her, and it was too late: 

the midpoint went by. She had to wait for the next carriage. A 

feeling seized her, similar to the one she experienced when 

preparing to go into the water for a swim, and she crossed 

herself.” 

Olesya shut the book, looking up. 

“What’s wrong?” Asked Mitya, alarmed. 

She moved her lips, staring into nothing.  

“Olesya?” 

“Crossed herself,” repeated Olesya, and then her eyes 

focused enough to see Mitya and Masha standing opposite her, two 
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figures bundled up in hats and scarves, their faces pallid and 

colorless in the hazy light of dawn. 

“I know where Lida is.” As soon as she said it, a stone 

dropped into her stomach. She spun on her heels. “She is going 

to jump...she wants to jump under the train...she wants 

to...right there!” 

In the dim light she saw a dark mass spread out across the 

tracks a good fifty feet away. It could be a log, it could be a 

body. 

“Lida!” 

The train was waiting for this moment of recognition. It 

snorted, rumbled, and whirred to life. The engine clanged and 

revolved, warming up. 

“No! Lida, no!” Olesya took off, slipping on the ice.  

“Olesya, wait!” Mitya ran after her, and Masha followed 

them reluctantly. 

Olesya’s vision doubled. “Stop!” She pounded on the metal 

sides of the locomotive. “Stop this! It’s all a game to you, is 

it? Is it?” 

She pumped her legs, but the train was faster. It 

accelerated, lurching forward. Olesya reached the edge of the 

platform and leapt off it, stumbling and falling. The breath got 

knocked out of her. By the time she picked herself up, the two 

cars were far ahead, spumes of snow kicking up from under their 
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revolving wheels. And just as she gathered herself up and 

sprinted, the dark shape on the tracks cried out, convulsed, and 

vanished under the locomotive. 
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Chapter 30. One On One 

Licking off tears, Olesya pushed forward, not so much running as 

hobbling. The brakes screeched, the beast came to a juddering 

stop, honked once, and reversed, stopping abruptly, as if 

waiting for her to come and see what it had done. 

“Oh God, no. No-no-no.” She blubbered, not really 

understanding what she was saying. The first thing she saw was 

pumping blood staining the snow with crimson flowers. Her eyes 

shifted and paused on the mangled clump of clothes. Fine leather 

boots, the hem of a winter coat, the bottom half of it. Higher, 

on the other side of the rail that glimmered like the blade of a 

knife, more of the coat, the upper half, the warm knit hat. And 

two arms, flung out, groping for purchase, fingers dug into the 

raffle of stones between the ties. Red fingers. Fingers in red 

gloves. 

“Lida...” Olesya heard herself say the name, unaware of how 

she was able to. Her heart thrummed painfully in her chest, and 

she saw dots, white swirling dots streaking across her vision. 

The train had cut Lida in two, right through the middle, 

and the horrific sight etched itself into Olesya’s retina, 

refusing to leave even when she looked away.  
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Footsteps crunched on the snow. 

“I don’t want to see it. I don’t want to see it!” Masha’s 

voice, hysterical, and then the pounding of the fists. “Anyone 

there? Let me in! Do you hear me? I want to get inside!” More 

pounding, the sound of sniffling, and finally sobbing. “I don’t 

want to be out here, I’ll do anything you want, just let me in, 

please? Please, I beg you. Please...” 

Olesya felt Mitya’s grip on her arm, heard him suck in the 

air. “My God.” His breath tickled her ear. She registered it and 

yet couldn’t make herself move. She thought she wouldn’t be able 

to move even if the train took off, if it threatened to hit her 

and maim her in the same way it did Lida. Nails, sharp iron 

nails fastened her feet to the ground, and it took an enormous 

effort to pull one of them up, then another. Like on stilts, she 

stepped around the body and between the tracks, facing the 

locomotive, its ten round eyes. 

They sized her up, waiting. Bleak luster of electricity 

washed her in light, its glow jaundiced against the grey mist of 

the approaching dawn.  

“What do you punish me for?” Implored Olesya. “What did I 

do to you? What are you trying to tell me?” And as she said it, 

she understood. Hot water surged to her eyes. Her eyelids 

brimmed and spilled over. She reached and touched the indigo-
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painted metal of the train head, dented and scored with deep 

scratches from clearing the boulders off the tracks. 

“Olesya,” called Mitya worryingly. 

She didn’t react, didn’t turn her head. She has detached 

herself from reality, her senses attuned to the machine in front 

of her, to the intellect, the mind inside it.  

“You want me to feel your pain, is that what it is?” She 

asked. “You want me to share it with you, because there is 

nobody else who would understand it as well as me?” 

Steel hummed under her hand. 

“Is that it, papa?” Olesya wiped her eyes, gazing into the 

lights, watching for the slightest change, her ears attuned to 

vibration waves rippling through the air. “Is it?” She repeated, 

quieter. 

A slab of snow, thawed off, detached from the snowcap on 

the roof and slid down across the window, the left window of the 

cab, streaked over the lights and dropped at Olesya’s feet, 

breaking into clumps. A piece of it stuck to one of the lights, 

the glass broken to shards. The heat of the naked bulb melted 

it, so it dripped like an enormous tear, tracing the 

circumference of the bulb, pooling in the edge and spilling 

over. 

Olesya touched it. Her fingers came away wet. 
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“You’re crying,” she whispered. “I’m crying with you, papa. 

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for your suffering, for what you had to 

endure. I can’t imagine what living with this guilt felt like.” 

She wiped her trembling chin. 

The lights blinked, as if acknowledging her words. 

It heard me, it’s listening to me. Papa is listening to me. 

Still gripped in needling grief, its sharp ends tingling 

her chest, Olesya withdrew deeper, farther than she hoped the 

monster would see, into the closed room of reason and logic. 

Deep in the dungeons of her psyche. A daring and dangerous 

thought hatched there, on the peripheries of Olesya’s mind. In 

this moment she felt in possession of the train. She could sway 

it, she hoped, she just possibly could. 

“I have seen it, papa,” she said, her cheeks still wet, her 

hands still on the light. A hidden determination gave her voice 

a tinge of bane, and fear stole into her stomach, if only for a 

second. “I understand it,” she added, willing herself to stay in 

the place of trust, the train’s trust. “You don’t need to show 

me anymore.” 

The lights blinked once more, staying dark longer this 

time, and the delicate balance was broken. The whole locomotive 

juddered. 

Olesya tore off her hand, alarmed. 
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The engine revved and screamed, rotating fiercely. A kind 

of a hurt turbulence descended on the thing, and it inched 

forward, pushing her. She staggered back, waving her arms. 

“Careful, Olesya.” Mitya’s voice, nearby. “Here, grab my 

hand.” 

She didn’t see him. She couldn’t take her eyes off the face 

of the train, trying to repair what she had so delicately woven 

out of thin air and so clumsily severed, the bridge that 

could’ve saved more lives and now wouldn’t, only because she 

decided to be smart instead of empathetic. The acid of remorse 

ate her stomach. Stubbornly, she clutched to the hope that she 

could reverse the damage. 

“You want me to see more?” She asked, moving lips with 

difficulty. There was no truth in her words anymore. She sensed 

it, and the prescient part of her mind told her that the train 

sensed it too, and that it will make her pay a heavy price for 

this infidelity. “I will see more, papa. I promise. I will see 

as much as you’d like. I will—”  

The train issued a shrill whistle and sparred forward, 

knocking Olesya in the stomach and making her fall. She thrust 

out both arms, hitting the ground hard, the nose of the 

locomotive looming over her. 

“Olesya!” Mitya’s hands on her shoulders, under her arms, 

and her gaze fell into the space between the wheel and the rail. 



Anske / TUBE / 362 

Her father’s words rung out in her head. 

“See the rims on the wheels? They guide the train. Where 

the rims turn, there it will go. And if anything is in their 

way, even a small stone or a bolt, it can cause the whole thing 

to run off the rails.” 

Yes, papa. A stone. Would a stone be enough? Something 

metal, something larger, to make sure, to make it topple and 

never move again, but then...no, it won’t work. It will have to 

be empty first, and they’ll never listen to me, they have nested 

in it, their last stronghold. They won’t leave it unless under 

an immediate threat of death, and even then— 

Mitya dragged her out of the way, panting. Rocks rolled 

from under his boots. “What are you doing? You can’t put 

yourself at risk like that.” He stood her upright in the shallow 

groove where the embankment sloped out onto the frozen ground. 

“Lida,” Olesya twisted out of his hold. “We must take care 

of her body. We need to get it off the tracks.” A bolt of 

premonition seared her. “Where is Masha?” 

Mitya’s questioning brows dipped into a frown. “I don’t 

know. I was trying to get you out of the way, and then when I 

looked, she was gone. She tried to bang on the door and get 

inside. Maybe they let her.” He shrugged. 

Anguish darkened Olesya’s eyes. “She’s after Pushkin.” 

“Pushkin is inside. Coward.” Mitya spat. 
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Olesya cupped her mouth and shouted, “Masha!” 

She listened for a response. Nothing. 

The train lurched and started moving. 

“Wait!” Olesya cried, reaching for it. “It’s taking off! 

Wait, papa, please!”  

The brakes scraped against the rails, and it stopped. The 

door to the engineer’s cab slid open. It yawned in a dark 

rectangle, so vivid and stark in the dawning light.  

Olesya gaped at it. “It wants us to get in,” she said, then 

looked down. “But what about Lida’s body? What about—” 

A loud horn interrupted her, impatient, demanding. First 

snowflakes whirled in the air, setting down on her eyelashes, 

twirling and sliding off Lida’s leather boots, settling on her 

coat. More and more of them fell, thickening. Soon they would 

cover the blood and the mangled corpse with a layer of 

glistening crystals, pristine and innocent. 

“I don’t think we have the time,” Mitya placed his hand on 

her shoulder, squeezing it. 

“But the animals—” 

“It’s starting to snow, the snow will cover her.” 

Olesya looked him in the face and saw the same fear that 

tightened her own insides into a knot. It was no longer about 

taking care of others. It was about taking care of themselves, 
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to get out of this nightmare alive. If ever. If ever they would 

be able to. 

“What about our things?” Asked Olesya, to shift to mundane, 

anything but to think what would happen to them after days 

without eating...after weeks. How long would the train shuttle 

across the states undetected? How long before it was spotted and 

help came? Surely police was looking for them. Was it? Surely 

they would come across a populated area and someone would see 

them. Would they? What was this abandoned station? Nora. What 

town was it? Why wasn’t anyone here? 

And the answer came. 

It’s a ghost town, an abandoned ghost town. 

Olesya shuddered, unable to stop her train of thought. 

How many days would it take for police to find them? How 

many days could they survive on melted snow and icicles? Not 

many, neither of them carrying an extra ounce of fat. She 

suddenly wished for a hot cup of tea with a slice of lemon and 

lots of sugar, poured into a fine porcelain cup, on the saucer 

next to it a warm freshly baked scones with raspberry jam her 

mother used to make on the weekends, flaky, melting in your 

mouth. She denied herself anything sweet for years, not daring 

to break the rule even on the holidays, and she wished she 

didn’t. She wanted to gorge on it, to eat so much it would make 

her puke. And she would. She would run to the restroom, vomit, 
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wash her mouth, and eat more, stuffing herself, smearing the 

ruddy jam all over her face, not caring, not— 

Mitya’s voice tore her out of her dream.  

“I got them right here.”  

“What?” She felt disoriented, a sharp pang of hunger 

cutting her side, a bitter taste in her mouth. 

“Our things,” Mitya patted the strap of her duffel bag 

slung over his shoulder, his own carry-on bag in his other hand.  

“When did you—” 

“Doesn’t matter. Let’s get inside, I don’t think it...” he 

paused. It was the first time he had addressed the train as if 

talking about an entity and not a pile of scrap metal on wheels. 

“I don’t think it wants us to wait.” 

“But Lida—” 

“Olesya,” he caught her hand, squeezing it. “We must go.” 

Pleading in his eyes, and terror, terror hidden under the 

necessity to function, to keep moving forward. 

“Okay,” she turned to look at what remained of Lida, now 

frosted with white like with powdered sugar, and this 

incongruent image reached into her gut and pulled out the first 

heave of nausea. She coughed, gagging, swallowing it back. 

“Are you all right?” Mitya held her by the elbow. 

“Yes, I’m fine. Let’s go.” She looked back at the station 

one last time, the uneven lines of the caved in roof, the bent 
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spire, the puce color of the brick, crumbling in places, held 

together with dried striations of dead vines that must unfold 

into verdant green leaves in the spring. 

She wanted to call on Masha one last time and decided 

against it, something telling her it would anger the train, 

anger her papa, and resolutely followed Mitya, grabbing onto the 

rail and hitching herself up, rung by rung of the ladder, 

through the door that promptly slid closed and locked as soon as 

she was inside. 

“Well, this is it,” said Olesya, not sure what she was 

referring to, simply to say something, to fill this oppressing 

silence with words, any words.  

She peered out of the windows at the tracks ahead, two long 

lines scored in the fabric of the snowy desert, white, white, 

and more white, a flat land rolling all the way to the horizon, 

distant mountains buttressing the leaden sky like an 

underpinning of their smoky hope that could be dispelled any 

moment. 

Olesya glanced at Mitya, and their eyes held.  

It was eerie to be so close to controls, sitting in two 

blue upholstered swiveling armchairs in front of the control 

panel littered with knobs and levers that neither of them knew 

how to operate, knowing that even if they tried to steer it, it 

would disobey and go where it wanted to. 
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Compulsively, Olesya reached for the black phone handle and 

snatched it off the hook, listening to the tone with a wildly 

beating heart. 

There was none. The line was dead. 

Mitya shook his head silently. 

She hung it back and sunk into the softness of the driver’s 

seat, watching the dark screens of the monitors, waiting for 

them to light up. Her eyes fell on the metal rack underneath the 

panel, stuffed with newspapers and magazines; the stack of 

napkins from the dining car, each bearing the elongated indigo 

logo of TUBE: Trans-Urban Blitz-Express, the shape of the train 

crawling over the bridge; the clipboard with loose sheets of 

paper, the top one scribbled with engineer’s notes, numbers and 

letters that held no meaning for her. 

“Look!” Cried Mitya, pulling a blue lunch bag from under 

the seat, opening it, taking out cellophane-wrapped sandwiches. 

He handed Olesya one, took another, and in seconds they wolfed 

them down, bread and all, not once pausing to think about this 

crime against their usual ballet diet of protein, vegetables and 

very little fruit, with some nuts for snacks, not more than a 

handful so as not to get fat. 

“Is there anything else?” Asked Olesya hopefully. 

“Nope,” Mitya dug inside, showing her the empty sack. 

“Nothing.” 
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Olesya sighed, and suddenly sucked in air. 

Underneath the clipboard lay a sheet of tracing paper, on 

it the plan of the train, drafted and annotated unmistakably in 

her father’s hand, in blue ink. His work desk at home was 

littered with heaps of these, rustling and creaking when Olesya 

touched them. She reached for it, her eyes passing a blue knob 

with large letters spelling out below, HORN. 

It depressed, without her touching it.  

The horn blew into the wintry morning air. 

Olesya yanked her hand away, staring at it, then staring at 

Mitya. He was pale, a fine smattering of sweat beads prickling 

his forehead. He grasped her hand, his fingers cold and clammy. 

With a cough and a lurch they started moving, picking up 

speed, the wheels rhythmically clacking over the rails, and 

Olesya foreseeing with sudden clarity what was to come. 
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Chapter 31. Tanechka 

Despite the horror she was clothed in, the despair, the 

consternation, a strange thrill went through Olesya, a spasm 

that stemmed from her childhood wish. To steer the train. To sit 

in the engineer’s seat and to make it move. Her father promised 

her to arrange it, one day. One day never happened. She gripped 

the edges of the seat, enthralled. There was something 

extraordinary and breathtaking in watching the landscape roll 

away, in being a part of this droning pull, of driving it. 

Or pretending like she did. 

They entered a vale poked with naked trees. Their 

silhouettes limned the whiteness of the ground with short sharp 

strokes like pencil lines on a coarse paper. Like bristles of a 

hirsute animal lying in wait. Like stubby hairs. The mass of 

them embraced the train and soon left and right there were only 

trees, snowcapped, frozen, blurring into a dreary monotone 

smoke. 

“It’s moving. It’s moving on its own,” said Mitya with a 

side glance at Olesya. 

“Papa is moving it,” she answered, not taking her eyes away 

from the railroad. The woods spread out in a shaggy blanket, its 
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edges so close it seemed to Olesya that if she opened the window 

and stuck out her arm, she could touch them. Deciduous trees. 

Elms, alders, aspens. Their crowns, nests of tangles branches, 

hung over them in a canopy forming overarching vaults. 

Mitya blinked. “You mean, your dead papa?” 

“Yes.” Olesya hid her irritation under a forcefully chipper 

tone that fell flat on her ears, and she was sure it didn’t 

escape Mitya. He didn’t show it. 

“Do you know for sure?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” Olesya sighed. “I feel it.”  

She looked at him briefly, and when she looked back out the 

window, her heart wedged in her throat. The overall glaucous 

color of the blur lightened, brightened. She couldn’t understand 

why at first, sensing it with her gut only. Then she saw it. It 

wasn’t the snow, although there was lots of it. It wasn’t the 

light of the morning coming diffused through the fleet of 

cottony clouds. It was the trees. Trees towering eighty or more 

feet tall. 

“Birches,” she whispered. 

“What?” Mitya leaned to her. 

“Birches.” She turned to look him in the face, and didn’t 

see it. She saw behind him, out the side window, the peeling 

ivory trunks flashing by, the black marks like blemishes 

scouring their slender bodies. 
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“What about them?” Asked Mitya with alarm, tracing Olesya’s 

gaze and turning back to her, his face filled with a puzzled 

expression. 

“The forest where...” Olesya couldn’t bring herself to 

explain what she meant. 

“Looks a bit like woods in Russia, doesn’t it?” Said Mitya, 

attempting to diffuse the gravid mood, to make Olesya smile, to 

make her feel better. He sensed her growing anxiety, and it 

communicated to him. 

She stared at him. 

I can’t say it, said her eyes. If I say it aloud, I might 

give papa the wrong idea that I...that I...I don’t want to see 

it, Mitya. I don’t want to be a part of it. I want it to stay as 

it is, an idea, a story that will sink in the past like smoke 

and maybe once in a while poke its head and remind me, but I 

don’t want to...I don’t want to... 

I don’t understand, his eyes pondered.  

“What’s wrong, Olesya?” He said aloud. 

She allowed a ghost of a smile to turn up the corners of 

her mouth. “You’re pathetic, you know that?” She exhaled 

heavily. “I don’t mean it in a derogatory way, Mitya, I 

just...you ask strange questions sometimes. Please don’t take 

offense.” She placed a hand on his. “I know you mean well...I 

know you’re worried about me, but how can I possibly answer 
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something like this?” She studied him. “What do you mean, 

‘What’s wrong?’ Everything is wrong. Everything that could 

possibly go wrong has gone wrong, and I have a feeling it’s 

about to get worse.” 

He dropped his gaze, blushing. The tips of his ears turned 

pink and his neck splotched with a rash that crept up, until he 

turned away from her, looking out the window. 

“Mitya?” 

He shook his head without looking. 

“I’m sorry, please look at me.” She tugged on his hand. “I 

didn’t mean for it to come out so harsh. Please.” 

“It hurts, you know.” He mumbled, picking up invisible 

flint from this pants and readjusting his parka, as if he wanted 

to squirrel inside it, head and all. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t—” She stopped, not knowing what to 

say, how to communicate her anguish, how to describe what she 

had foreseen and not to sound crazy. 

“Why don’t you trust me?” He suddenly was near her face, 

his eyes rimmed with red, glistening with moisture. “Why do you 

keep pushing me away? Why do you push everyone away?” 

“I don’t...how...” Olesya’s words wedged in her throat. A 

cumulus of words, too many and yet too few to be precise. “I 

don’t understand what you mean,” she managed. 
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Mitya stared at her, the only sounds interrupting the 

silence were his rapid breathing and the clattering wheels of 

the train, steadily trundling forward, deeper into the woods 

that were birches, old birches, young birches, birches 

intertwined with each other into an impassable thicket that 

allowed the railroad to carve a gorge through it, a gullet to 

swallow them. They stood ominously on either side, like walls, 

beautiful walls of a padded colorless asylum room from which 

there was no exit except one. 

“You have surrounded yourself with a wall,” he said 

finally. “As soon as something threatens you, you hide behind 

it.” 

“A wall?”  

The drone of the engine changed. The clickety-clack of the 

wheels slowed imperceptibly, but to Olesya it sounded like a 

disruption in the music’s tempo, a glaring mistake that jarred 

her ears. 

They exchanged a look. 

“It’s slowing down,” commented Mitya. 

“A little,” said Olesya, peering out the front window at 

the tracks, blood rushing to her head. 

The railway curved out of sight so it was impossible to see 

where they were headed. The branch scars studied them like dark 

brown eyes, flashing by, following them from all sides. 
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“Do you think...Pushkin is safe?” Mitya gulped. 

“I don’t think anything,” Olesya shook her head. “I—” she 

checked herself, bunching her brows. 

Mitya heard it too. 

The engine sputtered and conked out, bringing them to a 

gradual halt. The locomotive rolled on inertia, but they could 

tell it meant to pick up speed and only drew their attention to 

itself.  

“What...” began Mitya and faltered.  

Up ahead, too far to see who it was but close enough to 

discern that it was a person and not an animal, someone ran out 

of the woods and climbed up to the tracks, waving to the train 

in a gesture of greeting, like one would wave upon seeing a 

friend approaching from a distance. 

Everything in Olesya surged up, bumped against her teeth, 

and dropped inward, pinning her to the seat with the heaviness 

of liquid iron that her insides became. Color drained out of her 

face, and she opened and closed her mouth like a beak of a bird 

that has lost its voice, wanting to trill, to signal danger to 

others, and unable to. 

“Someone is out there! Do you see?” Mitya’s excitement 

melted off him as soon as it came. He stared at Olesya’s ashen 

face. “Olesya, what is it? Do you know who it is? Thank God the 

train stopped...” 
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As if it was listening, the engine revved up, sending a 

tremor of vibration through both of them, and lurched forward, 

accelerating. 

“No,” croaked Olesya, her eyes widening. “No!” 

“How did she get there?” Mitya glanced at Olesya and back 

out the window. “She needs to get off the tracks!” 

Up ahead the little figure excitedly jumped up and down, 

waving both arms. It was a little girl. A little girl dressed in 

a red summer dress, so inappropriate for winter. She had a pair 

of matching red Mary Jane’s on her feet, naked feet, and nothing 

else. Not a cardigan or a sweater, nothing. It was as if she ran 

out of the woods thinking it was summer, not cold at all. Her 

slender figure grew taller, bigger. Her hazel hair fell down to 

her shoulders in waves. She watched the train speed at her, 

calmly, without fear, perhaps expecting it to stop at the last 

moment. 

“NO!!!” Screamed Olesya, feverishly searching the controls, 

trying levers, pushing buttons. 

“The brake! The brake! Look for the brake!” Mitya grabbed 

at everything on the panel, his hands knocking into Olesya’s. 

“Stop!” She pounded on the panel. “STOP THIS!!!”  

They were no more than thirty feet away, and the girl 

raised an arm as if to wave some more, uncertain, a passing 

shadow of fear crossing her heart-shaped face. Then her lips 
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opened into an O. She clasped both palms to her head, holding 

it, and started screaming, rooted to where she was standing, 

directly in the pass of the train.  

Olesya kicked the clipboard off the panel, sending the 

papers flying, the traced plans rustling. She pushed repeatedly 

on the button with the words HORN written under it. It didn’t 

make a sound.  

“I found it!” Cried Mitya, slamming on the big round red 

button. “Work, dammit! Work!” He hammered it with his fist to no 

avail. 

Any moment they would hit her. 

Frenzy filled Olesya’s face. With shaking hands she clasped 

the metal handle of the side window and yanked it open, sticking 

out her head. 

“Tanechka!” She called. “Get out of the way! Run! Run back 

to papa!” 

Tanechka heard her, looked up, but didn’t move. Her hands 

glued to her face, her feet bolted to the wooden tie between the 

rails, she gulped for air, interrupting her screaming. Her eyes, 

round from horror, locked on Olesya’s, and time has stopped for 

her. 

This moment, this second, imprinted in her mind like a 

photograph, etched with minute details. The weave of the thread, 

the ruby-red thread that her grandmother used to crochet the 
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dress, the cap sleeves hugging Tanechka’s bony shoulders, the 

red chipped-off nail polish on little nails, the thick curly 

eyelashes, and the eyes. Two deep pools of fear, of 

helplessness, of pleading. 

And then the train struck her. 

Olesya wanted to scream and couldn’t. 

The brakes scraped the rails. She lurched, bumping her head 

on the metal window jamb. She felt Mitya grab her from the back, 

move her so he could look out, tell her they needed to leave, to 

get out, to see what had happened. She couldn’t respond, 

couldn’t make herself talk. 

Papa. 

A ways off, behind them, across the place where the 

locomotive hit Tanechka, a dark figure of a man lumbered through 

the birches, arms outstretched, legs plunging into snow. He 

burst out of the woods and fell, picked himself up, fell again, 

and crawled forward on hands and knees, until he could stand, 

swaying, his hands in his hair, looking at something which 

Olesya couldn’t see from this angle but knew what it was. 

“Papa,” she croaked, and then louder. “Papa!” 

He flinched, turned his head, saw her. He was dressed in 

his usual beige summer trousers and a checkered shirt with 

rolled up sleeves, just the way she remembered him when he took 

her out on walks. His face sun-burned—he never tanned properly—
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and wrinkled. His hair tufts disheveled, his fingers curled in 

them in distress.  

“Papa!” She cried, stretching out her arms to him. 

The engine rumbled and they started moving, the figure of 

her father receding to a wisp, to a dot, and vanishing behind a 

bend. 

Olesya’s vision doubled. Wind pushed at the back of her 

head, Mitya pulled on her shoulders. She tried to resist. Her 

body refused to listen, and she collapsed into his hold, burying 

her face in his parka and sobbing into it, sobbing all that she 

held back, letting go of the grief that she buried deep inside 

her, locked it up under the floorboards of her heart, never 

allowing it out, throwing herself into ballet with the ardor of 

a maniac, practicing until her toes bled, until her nails 

splintered and cracked. For papa, it was all for papa, for him 

to see her perform, for her to trample her pain. 

And now it was out, and she couldn’t stop it. 
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Chapter 32. In The Engineer’s Cab 

Mitya rocked Olesya to the rhythm of the rumbling wheels. He sat 

in the conductor’s seat holding her in his lap, cradling her 

like a child. Strands of hair stuck to her clammy forehead, and 

he smoothed them away one by one, tenderly, as if afraid to hurt 

her with his touch. 

“You’re okay, you’re okay,” he repeated under his breath, 

like a lullaby. “We’ll be okay, we’ll get through this...” 

Outside clumps of snow flocked at the window and caulked it 

up with splotches of white. The train whipped past the woods, 

birches no longer. Pines, spruces, and firs spread out their 

dark needled arms. The wind whistled in the gaps like a hungry 

predator. The light quickly diminished. Shadows swallowed them, 

and the afternoon changed into a dull aluminum dredge.  

Olesya’s breathing slowed. Her eyes were closed; beads of 

tears were hanging on her lashes. Mitya caught one on the tip of 

his finger and touched it to his lips. It was salty. 

“You’re okay,” he repeated softly, waiting for any kind of 

reaction, watching her smoothed face, so young and peaceful and 

relaxed. “I’m here. I’m with you...” he trailed off. 

She was sleeping. 
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He sighed, closed his eyes, and let himself be lulled by 

the droning gale, the clattering wheels, the churning engine 

into an uneasy slumber. Every few minutes he’d jerk up as if 

hearing something, squint, listen, hear nothing, and doze off 

again. 

Absorbed in the lofty fettle of dreams, neither of them 

heard the noises at first. Having gotten no sleep the night 

before, they conked out for a good half hour, mowed down by 

fatigue like grass by a scythe. The noises increased in volume. 

They were muffled clonks, purposeful blows that came from 

behind, from the engine room passage that ran the length of the 

locomotive and ended with a door to the sleeping car. Someone 

was banging on it, and soon the clanging sounds morphed into 

repeated squeaks. Then came a resounding crash, and the tinkling 

of the broken glass. 

Olesya jolted awake. 

“What was that?” She gazed around sleepily, her heart 

pounding in her ears.  

“What?” Mitya rubbed his eyes, groggy, unfocused. 

“Listen.” She slid off his lap, her mouth taut with 

tension. “Did you hear that?”  

“Hear what?” 

She crept to the door, ears strained, her every nerve about 

to snap. Mitya’s hand on her shoulder made her gasp. 
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“You think they broke down the door?” 

“Sounds like it,” said Olesya, “or it could be something 

else, or someone else, it could be...” 

Their eyes met. 

“You don’t think...” Mitya struggled with the idea of what 

he wanted to say, it seemed so foreign, so far-fetched, and yet 

he witnessed it. “Your father? Could he be in the engine?” 

“I don’t know where he is,” Olesya glanced about the cab, 

her eyes sliding along the heap of train plans on the floor, the 

control panel, the black old-fashioned radio mike. She 

remembered the mechanical voice transmitting the word “dance” to 

her roomette via the intercom. “He could be anywhere. But I 

don’t think it’s him, I think it might be someone trying to 

break in from the other side, from the sleeper. They must be 

investigating who is driving this thing, probably want to stop 

it.” 

“I wish we had some kind of a weapon,” said Mitya, his eyes 

sparkling. 

“A weapon?” 

“To protect ourselves. There is no telling what they’re 

going to do. After they discover us sitting here, they’ll think 

we’re in control and try to take it.” 

“Who would do such a thing?” Asked Olesya, and knew 

immediately. “Egor?” 
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Mitya nodded, a hidden bitterness flashing through his 

eyes. “He likes shiny things.” 

“What shiny things?” Olesya frowned. Her eyes darted to the 

window, to the flashing landscape, a blur of trees and snow, and 

back to Mitya’s sunken face. “What are you talking about?” 

“Status, Olesya,” he said sharply. “Whatever he can get his 

hands on to prove his superior status. You’re shiny to him, 

you’re the girl who in his mind is making people die, who is in 

control of the train. His ego won’t let him sit still. He will 

want to have you, and he’ll want to know your secret.” 

Olesya paled. “How do you know all this? You barely talk to 

each other. I don’t understand...” 

“I’m a guy,” responded Mitya. “I can sense these things in 

another guy.” 

She bristled. “Is that what you think of me?” 

Mitya hung his head. “No, Olesya. Never. That’s why he 

shuns me. That’s why—” he lost his footing and bumped into the 

back wall. 

The wheels rung out on the rail, that characteristic 

squealing screech that sends sparks, metal on metal. The body of 

the train lurched forward and swayed around the bend. Olesya 

grasped the back of the seat to prevent herself from falling. 

“It’s speeding up!” She looked at Mitya. “How much faster can it 

go?” Her face twitched. 
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What are you doing, papa? You don’t want me to dance for 

you anymore?  

She wanted to talk to the train, to ask it, to ask her papa 

questions, and couldn’t bring herself to do it in front of 

Mitya, not after he had seen her father’s dead face. From afar, 

but he did. Or did he? 

She glanced at him, trying to decide if it was true. 

“I wish I knew,” said Mitya, uncomfortable under her stare, 

and peered out the window. “Looks like we’re back in the 

mountains.” 

They were flying, screaming past boulders and steep crags 

and suddenly burst into empty air. 

“We’re on a bridge!” Olesya gaped at the vistas opening up 

on either side. Grey sky furrowed with sheets of falling snow, 

distant peaks of mountains poking the bluish haze, and 

flickering trestles. Her breath caught in her throat. Below them 

opened a chasm so deep it was black. 

If we derail here, we will plummet to our deaths. Is that 

what you want, papa? To get rid of your pain by killing 

yourself?  

The banging from the engine suddenly stopped. 

Olesya spun around.  
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Four worn metal steps led down to a dented steel door with 

rounded edges and a large handle. She watched it breathlessly 

for a few seconds. It didn’t move. 

“Look what I found,” said Mitya, a strange chipper tone in 

his voice. He pulled out a crudely built wooden box from one of 

the wall compartments. It had metal rods and wrenches and other 

tools clanging in it as he schlepped it to the floor. Next came 

an emergency kit, a red cloth zip-up bag with a large white 

cross and letters, FIRST AID KIT. 

“Don’t touch it!” Olesya’s eyes bulged. “Please. Put it 

down.” 

“But we might need the stuff that’s inside. There could be 

a flashlight and some flares and maybe food—” 

“It’s red,” she said breathlessly. 

Mitya’s expression changed. A pain contorted it and left it 

in the matter of seconds. He smirked. “What do you care what 

happens to me. I’m just a loyal dog to you, am I not?”  

“Don’t say that,” she shook her head. “Don’t you ever say 

that.” 

“Then who? Who am I to you?” 

“Not now, please.” She held her face. “Not now.” 

“Then when? When?” His expression changed. His questioning 

eyebrows mashed together. His lips peeled back from his teeth, 

and he stepped up to her so close, his warm breath washed over 
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her. “What if we die soon? What then? What if we won’t make it 

out of here alive?” He waited for her to answer, searching her 

eyes. 

Something stirred in Olesya, something unbidden, and 

without another word she grabbed the collar of his parka and 

pulled him in, pressing her lips to his. He almost lost his 

balance, startled at first. It took him a moment to respond. He 

dropped the emergency kit and sunk his fingers in her hair, 

kissing her. Kissing her back. Kissing her with hunger. 

A shrill cry wrested them apart.  

“Alla Borisovna,” said Olesya, panting, her eyes wide in 

recognition. “That was her screaming. What are they doing to 

her?” 

The horn blew, as if urging them on. 

“Up for finding out?” Mitya picked out a couple wrenches 

and gave Olesya the smaller one. He fished out a flashlight, 

turned it on, and reached for the handle. “Ready?” 

“I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for something like this, 

and I have a feeling I’ll find there something I’m not ready to 

find yet, but I have to. Let’s do it.” 

Mitya pushed on the handle, and the door swung open. 
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Chapter 33. The Engine 

A racket of pumping pistons assaulted their ears. Beyond the 

door, a few steps down, lay a short narrow corridor painted the 

signature TUBE indigo color, peeling in places, ending with yet 

another door from where the noise came. A single wire-meshed 

light bulb flickered over it. 

“I’m going first!” Mitya yelled over the clamor. He hefted 

the wrench higher and moved Olesya aside. The yellow circle of 

the flashlight danced across the walls and stopped on the door 

handle. It trembled. 

“Wait!” Olesya caught his arm, gripped by a sudden 

suspicion. “How could we have heard Alla Borisovna through all 

this noise? We couldn’t possibly—” she turned around just in 

time to see the door leading to the cab slam in her face and 

lock. “Oh God. We’re trapped. He trapped us. He lured us into 

this! He made us hear things!” 

What are you doing, papa? What do you want? 

Shadows spilled in dark pools under Mitya’s eyes. He looked 

ghastly pale in the dim light. “Well, that means we have no 

other choice but to go on.” He waited for her to answer. 
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The roar of the working engine deepened, like a clearing of 

a massive mechanical throat. 

“Yes,” said Olesya. Her voice drowned in the noise. “Yes!” 

She repeated, holding on to the wrench with both hands. Blood 

hammered in her ears, and she felt slightly faint from adrenalin 

flushing her body. “Open it.” 

Mitya reached for the handle. The flashlight tilted in his 

hand. A circle of light splashed on the gap where the jamb met 

the bottom of the door. From it squirted dark viscid liquid. It 

wasn’t black, rather ruddy, and it came at regular intervals, as 

if something was pumping it out, something with a steady beat. 

With it came a faint tang of iron. It rose into Olesya’s 

nostrils. She felt a wave of nausea, her vision swimming. 

“Mitya...” she croaked. “Mitya!” 

He didn’t hear her. He pushed down on the handle and pulled 

the door open, stepping in without looking at the floor.  

A deafening noise of the pistons banging in the cylinders, 

the crankshafts churning, the connecting chains rattling blasted 

their faces like a physical slap. It shook Olesya’s teeth and 

sent ripples up her skin. A grimy bulb housed in mesh 

illuminated a narrow pathway between the wall on the left and 

the engine works on the right, a series of interconnected 

twisted pipes and rods plugged into a row of chambers that sat 
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on top of a long circular cistern cinched with steel bands, nuts 

and bolts poking it like crooked fingers. 

Olesya’s eyes followed the circle of the flashlight 

streaking along its shiny surfaces, steel painted surfaces that 

leaked condensation. Only instead of water it was— 

“Blood,” Olesya snatched Mitya’s arm, jerking it back. 

“Mitya, it’s blood!” 

“What?” He screamed over his shoulder, dragging her inside. 

She stumbled over the jamb, splashing in. 

With a whoosh the door behind her banged shut. She was 

terrified to look down, to see what started soaking through her 

winter boots, warm and deliberate.  

“This must be the engine!” Shouted Mitya, pointing to the 

right. His arm froze mid-arc. His mouth opened and he stared. 

“What the hell?” He touched the surface and his fingers came 

away stained. He sniffed it, looking at Olesya. 

“Blood, Mitya. It’s his blood! I think we’re...” she 

squinted at the mass of tubes and pipes, the grooves between 

them, the bulging tumefied appearance of its bulk, gorged up, 

pulsing, and it connected in her head with an image of a 

delicate intelligence housed in a hard shell. “It’s his brain, 

Mitya. I think we’re...” she tore her eyes away from the engine, 

“...inside his head.” 

Mitya blinked. 
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“We’re inside my papa’s head!” 

“Are you sure?” He managed. “Can such a thing even—” 

The locomotive rocked, and they bumped into the engine. It 

yielded under their bodies, soft like marrow protected only by a 

thin membrane. Mitya grunted. Olesya shrieked, revolted, and 

pushed away from it, toward the cold of the metal wall. “Oh 

God...oh my God...” She groped behind her. “I want out of here. 

Out!” Her legs drabbled, she slogged to the door they came from 

and tried it, knowing it was futile but stubbornly yanking at 

the handle, willing it to move. It didn’t yield. 

“Olesya! The only way out is on the other side!” 

She tugged one last time before letting it go. “What do you 

want, papa? What game are you playing now? Can’t you just tell 

me? What is all of this for? I don’t understand!” 

“DANCE,” boomed the mechanical voice from every opening, 

pouring into their ears like pestilence, shaking their eardrums, 

their ribcages.  

Olesya’s head rung with it long after it stopped. 

“Dance,” she repeated, wincing. A sharp headache flared 

behind her eyes and capered around her skull. “I hear you, papa. 

You want me to dance. But where? How...?” 

She glanced at Mitya who was pointing with the flashlight. 
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The handle of the door at the end of the engine room was 

shivering. Olesya nodded. They understood that they were to keep 

moving forward, wherever it took them. 

She grasped his clammy hand, and he advanced shakily, step 

by step, passing through the pandemonium of noises, until they 

reached the door. It waited for them, and it swung out as soon 

as Mitya touched it. 

Beyond lay another room, as dark as this one. Feeble light 

seeped from an invisible source, infusing it with a reddish 

glow. It was long and narrow, exactly the size of the engine 

compartment, only it was empty. It walls were draped with velvet 

curtains, and its floor was painted wooden boards. It stretched 

the length of a carriage, and at the very end opened up into a 

large unlit space. It felt large by how the air stood still in 

it. The thunderous jangling of the engine quieted and morphed 

into a disjointed plucking of violins being tuned for a 

performance.  

Enthralled, Olesya stepped in after Mitya, and the door 

behind them closed, leaving them gawking. 

“Where are we?” Mitya gazed around. 

“I think we’re off stage,” said Olesya, words cutting her 

throat like shard of glass. “In the wing...of some theater. Only 

how can it be a part of the train—” 
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“What are you doing here dressed like this? Where are your 

costumes?” Alla Borisovna’s voices hissed in Olesya’s ear, and 

she twirled around. 

There stood the director, her former self, clothed in her 

permanent cardigan, skirt, and sensible low-heel flats. Her hair 

was pulled back into a severe bun, not a wispie sticking out, 

the surface of it smooth and shiny from an ample application of 

hair spray. She narrowed her eyes. “Well? Are you going to 

answer me or keep staring at me like I’m a ghost?” She delivered 

this with her usual standoffish elocution, and yet there were 

strands of strain in her tone. She made herself speak like this, 

and suddenly Olesya saw the reason for it. 

A thin red ribbon girdled Alla Borisovna’s neck, running 

off into darkness behind her. She was on a leash. She was acting 

on someone else’s behalf. 

“Alla Borisovna,” began Mitya. “How did you...how did you 

get here?” 

She didn’t answer, pursing her lips. From behind her 

stepped out the rest of the troupe, one by one. They were all in 

costumes, girls in leotards and tulle skirts, boys in tights and 

silk flouncy blouses. Thin red ribbons were attached to them, to 

their arms or legs or waists, trailing to the same place where 

Alla Borisovna’s ribbon led. They were like marionettes, yanked 

at their strings by a puppeteer. 



Anske / TUBE / 392 

“Here, get changed.” From the midst of the dancers stepped 

out Inga, her face bloodless and dead. She threw a heap of cloth 

on the floor, shoving it toward Olesya with her pointed toe. 

“Now!” Nothing was attached to her, contrary to the living 

ballerinas around her. 

Olesya stooped and picked up her costume. “Here?” She 

asked, giving Mitya his costume and shoes. 

“Yes, here.” Stated Inga, her red painted mouth sneering. 

“What, are you ashamed to show your skin and bones? There is 

nothing to look at, Olesya. Get on it.” 

Yanchik joined her, with him Larisa and Katya. Then came 

Lida, smiling timidly, the way she usually did. “I’m sorry I 

scared you,” she said. “I better do it, if I were you. You must. 

Your father is waiting.” She motioned to the stage where the 

violins and violas and basses ceased their whining and fell 

silent, waiting for the conductor’s signal to begin. 

“Here, stand behind me,” offered Mitya. He placed the 

wrench on the floor, unzipped his parka, pulled the sweater over 

his head, and took the blouse out of her hands, unbuttoning it.  

Her cheeks blazing, Olesya pulled off her coat, stepped out 

of her pants, and stripped, quickly rolling the tights up her 

sticky legs, sticky with blood, stepping into the leotard and 

finally cinching the skirt around her waist, fluffing it up like 
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she did before each performance. It was weightless, fluttering 

up and gracefully floating down, taking its time. 

“The hair,” barked Alla Borisovna, handing her a comb, a 

handful of bobby pins, and a can of hair spray. 

Olesya went to work with familiar movements. Mitya helped 

her. The hiss of the spray and the sweet smell filled the air. 

All the time the dancers stood silent, watching these 

preparations without a word, as if subdued or forbidden to talk, 

their eyes sparkling in the semi-darkness.  

“I can’t dance like this, I can’t dance like this,” came a 

muttering voice of Galka. The dancers silently parted, and there 

she stood, perspiration making her face shiny. She stood on one 

leg, the other outstretched, hovering above the floor, crooked. 

A red ribbon was tied around the ankle, leading into the gloom 

of the shadows. 

“Galka! How is your leg?” Cried Olesya. 

Galka glanced at her fearfully, opened her mouth and closed 

it abruptly. Egor elbowed her to shush her. She gave him a 

fearful look and implored at Olesya. “It’s bad, worse. I can’t 

step on it, it’s agony, Olesya.” She suddenly leapt at her, 

jumping awkwardly on one leg, her other trailing behind her, 

pulled by the ribbon. “Tell them, Olesya, tell them! This is 

madness! Madness!” 
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Olesya stretched out her arms to catch Galka, when the 

ribbon yanked and she fell, crashing on the wooden boards like a 

cut tree. She cried out in pain, her face distorting. The ribbon 

pulled and she slithered between dancers who parted like a tide, 

not one of them stretching out a hand to help her up. 

“Galka!” Mitya sprung to her ahead of Olesya, and from the 

velvet curtain a rope of a red ribbon shot out and slashed 

around his neck, pulling him back. “What...” he touched it, 

trying to tear it off, but it only tightened, cutting off his 

air. He groped at it with his fingers. 

“No!” Olesya raked her nails, trying to stick a finger 

between the rope and his flesh. “Papa, please! Please, don’t do 

this. I beg you.” She fell to her knees. “I will dance, I’ll do 

anything you want, only please don’t harm him.” Tears spurted 

from the corners of her eyes. 

Mitya sucked in breath, and bent over, retching. The ribbon 

slackened, but it held him fast, taut.  

Olesya lifted her wet face.  

The dancers looked at her, every one of them leashed, 

hatred written over their faces. Next to them stood those who 

were dead. There were noises of struggle coming from the dark 

end of the corridor, and then out stepped Galka, walking with 

both feet and smiling. “This is much better,” she said in a flat 
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voice. “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she studied her leg, puzzled, 

flexing it, tapping the pointe shoe on the floor. 

“Galka...” Olesya cupped her face in horror. 

“Go,” said Mitya, his voice trembling. “You’re in the lead, 

remember? Lead us out.” 

Olesya nodded and turned around on wooden legs. 

The train has waited for this moment. As soon as she came 

to the edge of the curtain, the orchestra came alive. The 

violins soared, announcing the first movement of Tchaikovsky’s 

Serenade for Strings. 

“You’re going to see me dance in a theater after all, papa. 

Just like you always wanted,” said Olesya and run out onto the 

stage. 



Anske / TUBE / 396 

Chapter 34. Serenade 

Spotlights blinded Olesya. Familiar rush propelled her to the 

proscenium. Below it the orchestra pit yawned black, with no 

visible musicians. Music poured from it in a rollicking echo, 

performed live. A heavy drapery concealed backstage. The whole 

scene could fit into a carriage, its rim looking out at a moving 

landscape. Except it wasn’t. It faced the audience, dark rows of 

seats. In the middle of it, a few runs down, sat a figure, a 

stark silhouette shrouded in the shadows. 

Olesya’s heart jolted.  

Papa? 

The floor thrummed, faint rumble of wheels percolating 

through it. She moved automatically, without thinking, her feet 

stepping lightly, quickly, the tips of her pointe shoes tapping 

on the boards, her neck stretched, head high. Once in position, 

she heard Larisa behind her, then Inga, both trotting with 

lifeless precision. Then came Mitya, the soft pitter-patter of 

his prance unmistakable. How many times she had heard it, how 

many times she registered it as part of dancing routine, a 

signal for her move, nothing more.  
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It’s beautiful, the way he reads the rhythm, refined, 

weightless. Why didn’t I notice before? 

Her ears attuned to the music. 

The figure in the audience nodded with approval. 

Olesya bit her lip to stop herself from calling out. 

One, two, three. One, two, three, four. Five, six. Effacé! 

One arm up in a curve, another hovering gently, palm facing 

downward. Right leg thrust out, en pointe. Olesya strung her 

body upward, a delicate wisp, did a pirouette and let her head 

turn last longer, her gaze tarry on Mitya’s bloodless face, his 

eyes bottomless from terror, the red ribbon tight around his 

throat, trailing up into the high reaches of the stage, to the 

lighting bridge. 

It’s like gallows. He could be jerked up any second. 

A brutal head rush spun her vision, and Olesya stumbled. 

Recovered. 

“Olesya! Watch your step.” Alla Borisovna’s whisper cut 

through the music. 

She flinched as if slapped. 

Fifth position. Arms smooth, flowing. 

Without realizing it, she repeated the director’s words in 

her head, clinging to them, steeling herself in ballet routine, 

anything but to think of the meaning of the ruddy ropes, to stay 

calm, to perform. Her mind detached and she floated above the 
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dancers, watching their formation, a long V folding into a 

lozenge, then three diamonds, Makar in the center, his lips a 

bloodless surly grin. She pieced the picture bit by bit, 

snatching fractions of images out of the corner of her eye, at 

every arabesque daring to glance up, at every balancé tilting 

her head just enough to throw a look back, stretching her 

bourrée a few seconds longer. 

Alla Borisovna gesticulated her outrage from the wing. 

Olesya didn’t acknowledge it as she usually did with an 

imperceptible nod. She passed her eyes over familiar angry lines 

as it were none of her concern and focused on the audience 

instead. The black spot where the face should’ve been swayed 

slightly with the music, lit from behind with faint glow so that 

she could see the outlines of her father’s head and nothing 

more. 

Do you like it so far, papa? 

The figure shifted, and Olesya thought she caught a gesture 

of a hand urging her to stop getting distracted and to continue. 

Olesya spun and faced the dancers, her back to the 

audience. She let Inga and Larisa catch her in a pas de trois, 

trying not to shudder from their cold touch on her bare skin, 

and next she was in Mitya’s arms, for their pas de deux, the 

crown of the first movement. 

“Does it hurt?” She whispered, whirled around. 
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“No,” he lied. “It’s getting in the way, though.” He 

flipped the rope over his head. It coiled around, following his 

turns, and every time he had to pause and wave it away like a 

troublesome fly. 

“We must derail it,” panted Olesya. 

“The train?” Mitya caught her, spun her. “How?” 

“Somehow,” she gripped his shoulder, flexing into an 

arabesque. “I don’t know, but if we won’t—” 

A body thumped to the floor, and Masha’s voice cried out, 

“I can’t do this. I can’t do this!” 

Olesya and Mitya parted, turning to look. 

Evidently Pushkin dropped Masha out of his hold—they were 

doing a fish dive—and she struck the floor with her face. A thin 

line of blood spurted from her nostrils. She sat up, smearing it 

with the back of her hand, and started to cry. Pushkin stood 

over her, helpless. They have now missed the entrance into the 

next figure, the music relentlessly playing on. 

“Get up! Up, I said!” Shouted Alla Borisovna, stepping out 

from behind the curtain, something she never did. The red collar 

shone brightly, making the veins stand up on her neck. 

“Continue!” She snapped at the rest of the troupe who minced 

their feet, confused and disoriented.  
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Egor flicked Olesya a hateful look and proceeded to do his 

number with Milena. She doused Olesya with a cold shower of 

contempt and that look of you-deserve-to-die-bitch.  

Olesya stumbled, let go of Mitya and melted into a belated 

chassé, missing the beat, hearing the restless shuffling of the 

spectator and the creaking of the seat.  

You’re not happy with this, papa, I know. I will dance for 

you, I will dance the Serenade till the very end, just don’t 

hurt anyone, please. Olesya stared into darkness, willing her 

message to carry through.  

“I can’t, I told you I can’t,” jabbered Masha’s voice. “Get 

your hands off me, Pushkin. I said—” she choked on the last 

word, and Olesya spun just as a collective intake of air swept 

the troupe.  

The red rope went taut and suddenly snapped Masha upward, 

yanking her by the arm to the ceiling, behind the valance. She 

shrieked. And then her cry was cut off like with a blade. The 

violas screeched, the orchestra puttered out and began the music 

from the a few beats before, breaking the metre. 

Olesya went cold. She wanted to scream and couldn’t. Her 

tongue refused to move.  

“Masha!” Called Pushkin. “Masha, are you all right?” He 

ignored the urging of Karina and Lana to get back into formation 

and walked to the backstage curtain, tilted up his head, shaded 
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his eyes from the lights to see something. As soon as he touched 

the heavy velvet fabric, the rope around his ankle jerked, and 

the next moment he was pulled up, dangling upside down, so 

surprised he didn’t make a sound. He vanished from sight. 

The dancers stood bolted to the floor, paralyzed. 

The music flared up, rewound with a discontented whine of 

the strings, and started from the point where Masha tumbled out 

of Pushkin’s hold. 

Pounding rage rose up in Olesya. It uncoiled from her 

stomach like a snake and rushed to her head, flooding it with 

hot blood, pulsing, making her see red. She took a step to the 

very rim, staring at the seated silhouette, her hands curled in 

fists. Words tumbled behind her teeth. So many things she wanted 

to say, to shout, to throw in his face, and didn’t know which 

one to begin with. She shook form head to toe, and the figure 

saw it, and rose, and clapped once, and boomed, “dance, Olesya.” 

The sound of her father’s voice dispelled everything she 

felt, and the childish desire to please him, to see pride in his 

eyes, to show off and watch for his reaction, whether he liked 

it, overtook her. She fought it, driving her fists down like 

pistons, clenching her elbows to her sides. Hot tears fell on 

her cheeks, tears of frustration.  

“Stop it,” she croaked, took a shuddering breath, and 

shouted clearly, “Stop this madness, papa! Enough!” 
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“DANCE,” washed at her from below, a savage blast of wind 

punched her in the stomach. She folded, gasping for breath. 

“DANCE!” 

A strangled intake of air next to her.  

“Mitya?” She half-turned.  

He clawed at the rope on his neck, his eyes bulging, the 

other dancers witnessing his struggle with indifferent 

expressions behind which lurked deathly horror. Not one of them 

wanted to touch him. Olesya made to run to him, but Mitya put 

out both hands to stop her and shook his head. The rope relaxed, 

and he sucked on air greedily, color returning to his face. A 

volley of wet coughs bent him over. He straightened and strolled 

to Olesya, in position for their duet. 

“I will dance, papa,” said Olesya, her lips trembling. “I 

will dance. I’m sorry for interrupting the performance.” 

She did.  

They all did. They danced the entire Serenade. Half way 

through it Masha and Pushkin joined them, their skin marmoreal, 

eyes glazed, limbs moving with clinical precision. Dead. They 

still danced. Warm drops of blood splashed on the stage from the 

catwalk beams. They continued, in a self-induced trance, a 

delusion that maybe somehow all of this wasn’t real, their 

survival instincts blotting out any sympathy and leaving only 

the desire to live, to not end up like over half of the troupe. 
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They did every figure, every choreographed step, urged by 

muffled directions coming from Alla Borisovna who stood the 

entire time in the wing, the leash not letting her further. 

The violin chords towered, tumbled over one another, rose 

to an impossible height. Allegro con spirito, the fourth 

movement that bound the whole symphony together. The ballet’s 

grand finale. 

They danced it, with the “waltz girl” in the lead, the 

“Russian girl” and the “black angel” trailing her. Milena had no 

face, standing so close to Inga the hems of their tutus touched. 

Inga stared at her openly. Milena fought the urge to turn and 

look, stubbornly studying the back of Olesya’s head. She could 

feel it, burning, and still led on, into Mitya’s hold. 

I trust you, her eyes said. 

It was always like this. Before each lift they always 

acknowledged each other, briefly, through a mutual glance, right 

as she stepped into his arms and he supported her weight, 

thrusting her body up, holding her while she stretched out both 

legs, pointed toes, unfolded arms into a blooming flower, and 

smiled. Then he quickly placed a hand in the small of her back, 

and she draped over it, backwards, like a strand of silk, her 

spine bent at an impossible angle, her hair bun almost touching 

the top of his head.  
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It was different this time. She meant it. She trusted him 

implicitly, and he saw it. 

I know, his eyes answered. And he offered her his hands. 

She walked into them, knowing it wasn’t about ballet, it 

was about life. She was holding it, his life, in her hands. It 

was up to her to keep it ignited, to not let it peter out. 

He walked with her over his arm across the stage, to the 

other wing, where he customarily would place her upright on the 

ground, and they would stretch and wait for the rest of the 

dancers to file in, then listen for applause and flutter out for 

a bow, sometimes several of them.  

They crossed the threshold of the shadow. Olesya tensed, 

preparing to step down. Mitya gently lowered her and as she 

turned to look back at the stage, a single clap echoed through 

the sudden silence. One man in the audience was issuing applause 

in a slow salvo, and the rest of the dancers stood frozen, 

gazing up. 

“Oh no...” uttered Mitya and took a step forward, crossing 

back into the light. Something told Olesya that it would be this 

step that would separate them, but she had no time to think. 

She lifted her eyes upward. 

From the rafter of the catwalk hung the red rope, and at 

the end of it swayed Alla Borisovna, her neck caught in the 
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noose, her chin tilted down, the flaps of her cardigan 

fluttering in tune with her swaying. 

“Bad choreography,” boomed the voice from the audience. 

“Good dancing, bad choreography.” 

“No, papa!” Olesya leaned into her foot to step on it and 

collapsed with a cry. Her toes were screaming, smashed into a 

bloody mess, and the sound of her voice broke something, stirred 

up the stillness. 

In the next second several things happened at once. Mitya 

half-turned to Olesya. Milena screamed. Vika picked it up, after 

her Lana and Karina. Egor shouted at them to be quiet, but the 

ballerinas, taken up by a surge of panic, rushed to the wing. 

Dead dancers blocked them. 

And just as Olesya was about to touch Mitya’s outstretched 

hand to get up, the lights shut off with a bang, and something 

dropped in front of her, dousing her with a whiff of familiar 

smells. She bashed into a wall, her fingers clawing at it. She 

was cut off from the stage. She scraped at it, and her stomach 

twisted in recognition. 

“Our door,” she muttered and spun around. 

She stood in the darkness of their tiny two-room apartment 

in Moscow, in the entrance hall, a wardrobe with coats hanging 

off the hooks on the left, a dim mirror and the shelf for shoes 

on the right, a lighted rectangle of the door ahead, the door 
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into her parents’ room, where papa’s work desk stood, where they 

played with the toy train, where— 

Her throat dry, Olesya crept forward, stepping around 

creaking floorboards, touching the wallpaper with the tips of 

her fingers, tracing it, until she made it to the door and 

looked into the room. 

Grey light streamed into the room. The sky hid behind a 

bank of rainy clouds. Her father sat at his desk, and next to 

him stood a little girl in a fancy dress, a white dress with a 

ballerina applique on the front. Her hazel hair fell in ringlets 

to her shoulders, and she held her hands to her chest, clasped, 

anticipating something. 

“It’s me,” whispered Olesya. “It’s my seventh birthday.” 

“What is it, papa? What is it?” Said the little Olesya, 

clapping her hands and jumping up and down from excitement and 

impatience. 

A large cardboard box sat in her father’s lap. He leaned 

over it, standing up form the chair and placing it on the floor. 

“Patience, Olesya. You’ll see. Just let me open it properly. We 

don’t want to damage the box now, do we? We’ll use it for 

storing it.” 

“Storing what, papa? What is it? Tell me!” The little 

girl’s eyes were shining. 
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Olesya leaned on the door, her legs wobbly, her eyes 

itching and spilling over. Water dripped from her chin, and she 

was unable to stop it, crying silently. “Papa,” she whispered, 

“I miss you. I miss you so much, it hurts. Why did you leave me? 

Why, why didn’t you come to my recital? Why did you have to go 

away?” 

He didn’t hear her. His eyes were on the box he carefully 

pried open. He threw off the lid and out lifted a sheet of 

crinkly paper. Below lay shiny toy carriages, painted cobalt 

blue, lined up neatly, below them a bunch of black plastic and 

metal rails fastened with a rubber band. And in a separate 

compartment, padded with swaths of cotton, sat the locomotive, 

its wheels polished, a thin red line running along its bottom, 

the signature logo stamped on the side. 

“TUBE,” whispered Olesya. 

The little girl squealed in delight. “A train! A train! You 

got me a train!” 

“Happy Birthday, my dear girl.” 

And she ran to him and hung on his neck. 

This was as much as Olesya could bear. She closed her eyes 

and wept, pressing her forehead to the coolness of the doorjamb, 

holding on to it so as not to drown. 
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Chapter 35. Memory Lane 

Time ticked off. Olesya lost track of it. Gradually a new 

sensation wormed into her slumber. The coolness under her 

forehead started to vibrate. The walls, the floor, everything 

thrummed with a muffled rhythmic pulse. She snapped her eyes 

open, her heart going a million beats a minute. 

“What is this...” 

She blinked. Familiar interior drew itself into focus, and 

the feeling of belonging, of sadness and nostalgia ravished her 

chest. She could hardly breathe.  

When was it the last time I took it? When I was ten? 

Eleven? Yes, eleven...a year later after he...after...for 

grandma’s funeral. 

She scraped curds of dried tears out of the corners of her 

eyes, rubbed them, and let out a long heavy exhale. She wasn’t 

in her apartment anymore. She was standing in a narrow vestibule 

of a Russian express train, in one of the sleeper cars. So 

painfully memorable. That glossy plastic-looking fake wood 

paneling. Those chintzy half-curtains bunched up on metal rods 

that ran across the windows like useless skirts. Folding seats 

in the shape of petals, upholstered in ruddy fake leather, one 
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across each coupe door. The long shaggy carpet on the floor that 

served more as a dirt collector than a decoration. They were all 

the same, those sleepers, a line of windows on the right, a row 

of four-berth compartments on the left. She and her mother took 

this exact type of train to see her paternal grandmother who 

lived in Saint Petersburg—she called it Leningrad out of habit—

to see her one last time, her hands folded one over another, her 

face wrinkled and unnaturally pale, framed by the grey hair 

arranged into a sort of a halo by the funeral home cosmetician.  

“Is this your memory? Or, one of them?” 

Olesya waited for an answer. 

The carriage rang empty. There was an unexplainable void in 

the air, the one that permeated uninhabited spaces. Every 

compartment door was closed.  

She took a tentative step and placed her hand on the handle 

of the conductor’s room. That’s where one of them always sat, 

sipping tea and scanning a newspaper, typically a middle-aged 

matron of square shape, stuffed into a uniform that burst at the 

seams, a soiled white shirt with a tie, a tight navy skirt, 

massive naked calves that ended in a pair of cheap rubber 

slippers. Hair bleached to that jaundiced yellow color, usually 

oily and in disarray, sometimes sticking out from under a cap. 

Olesya shuddered at the memory and pulled on the handle. 
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The door easily rolled into a slot. The coupe was empty. A 

lower bed on the right, wool blanket in a flimsy duvet cover, 

neatly folded, a pillow whipped into a cone, sitting on the 

corner like a monarch’s crown, a folding table, ghastly 

patterned curtains. A whiff of moldy laundry and wet wool 

tickled Olesya’s nostrils. It was revolting in some way, and yet 

sentimental. It made her feel homesick. She suddenly wanted to 

get out of here, to leave this train, to get back to reality 

whatever it may be. To get outside, to smell fresh sweet air, to 

touch snow, to— 

“This is too much...too much...” 

She rushed out, yanking the compartment doors open one by 

one, not sure what she was looking for and yet knowing exactly 

what it was. Pushing it. Pushing it down, denying it. 

They were empty. 

She half-expected them to be, but now she couldn’t stop. 

She had to see all of them, every single one, as if in one of 

them something was waiting for her, as if was staged for her to 

go through, to discover what she was meant to discover. What she 

wanted. What he wanted. 

First one. Second. Third.  

They were identical. Four beds facing each other, 

upholstered in muddy russet vinyl, two on the bottom, two on the 
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top. A folding table by the window. Luggage shelves. No smoking 

signs. 

Olesya paused by the sixth room, the last one. Her hand 

hovered in the air. Her disconsolation left her, and there came 

a dread of what might lie beyond this last door. She leaned on 

the wall, catching her breath.  

Her gaze rested on the blurry landscape. Greyish sky, 

greyish snow, black striations of the tracks running parallel to 

the woods, a solid entity of pines covered with hoarfrost. 

Dreary, melancholy, miserable. But somehow dear at the same 

time. 

Olesya sucked in a lungful or air and whammed the door 

open. 

For a second they stared at each other. Her father sat by 

the window, a glass of tea in a metal holder standing in front 

of him on the table, his veiny hands around it as if he was 

warming his fingers. Three sugar cubes on a saucer. A hunk of 

rye bread wrapped in a napkin. A salt and a pepper shakers, 

faceted plastic with perforated aluminum caps. He was dressed in 

his usual work suit, dark navy, his checkered shirt unbuttoned 

at the collar, the tie hanging on the metal bar on the wall, an 

open suitcase next to him. 

All of this Olesya absorbed in less than a second. 
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And then his eyes. His kind hazel eyes with pleats of 

laughter around them, shadowy bags underneath. The eyes she 

loved staring into so much after having asked him a question and 

patiently waiting for an answer while he bunched up his brows, 

thinking. “Well,” he’d always begin, “here is what I think.” And 

she’d catch his every word, always hungry for more, and ask 

another question, and another, until he’d burst into an amused 

laughter, tousle her hair and call her a budding erudite. That 

was a signal to stop asking questions, but sometimes she 

couldn’t help herself and asked one more, and he would 

reluctantly give her an answer, but there was coldness in his 

voice, and she had to stop in fear of disappointing him and 

thwarting her future chances at gathering more knowledge.  

Olesya’s father seemed to know everything about everything. 

He was her idol. She wanted to grow up like him and know 

everything and be good at everything. He encouraged her to dance 

while her mother disapproved. She never quite recovered from 

having lost Tanechka, which Olesya had no way of knowing. She 

couldn’t understand the chill between them and decided it was 

her fault. She was not good enough. She escaped her mother out 

of shame and guilt, clinging to her father, spending with him 

whatever free time she had after school and ballet practice.  
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She caught herself sinking into his eyes. His expression 

had that inquisitive look of someone disturbed without a warning 

and yet pleased by the unexpected interruption. 

“What?” he said, the way he always did when she’d approach 

him and tear him away from tracing something in ink on his 

crinkly sheets of paper, a spare technical pen behind his ear. 

“Hi,” she said, treading in.  

“Hi,” he answered and looked at her. 

A fear of him, of his presence, so real, so close she could 

reach out and touch him, twisted Olesya’s insides. A surge of 

sickness rose in her stomach and spilled a metallic taste in her 

mouth. She swallowed, forcing herself to move, her feet doing 

steps as if in slow motion. The right foot striding out, 

pressing down on the carpet, toes stretched to a point by habit. 

Her left doing the same. Her right again. 

She not so much sat down as she lost feeling in her legs. 

They turned rubbery, and she sunk into the softness of the bed, 

facing him across the table. 

“Well, this is unexpected.” He squinted, the laughing lines 

running in rays from the corners of his eyes to his temples. His 

greying hair combed and smoothed, always clean, always neat. 

Olesya faltered under his gaze. “I’m sorry. Am I disturbing 

you? If I am, I will—” 
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“No, no, stay,” he made a motion to put his hand on hers 

and she flinched. He must have seen it because he retracted it, 

picked up a cube of sugar, dropped it in his tea, and swirled 

the spoon around, clinking it against the glass. 

“Would you like some?” He offered. 

“Sure.” She tucked her hands under her thighs to stop them 

from shaking. 

He rose, hitched up his pants that sagged from sitting for 

too long, and stuck his head out the door. “Natasha! Another cup 

of tea, please.” 

“Just a minute, Nikolay Vasilievich.” Came the conductor’s 

raspy voice. There was a sound of paddling of slippers. They 

slapped against naked feet with every step. Someone sallied out 

into the corridor and stomped away. Olesya heard a distant hiss 

of compressed air. Her eyes widened. 

“But there isn’t—” she began. 

“Such a great conductor, Natasha.” Her father smacked his 

lips amiably. “She is spoiling me, you know? Always brings sugar 

even when I don’t ask. Changes my sheets daily although they are 

not required to.” He winked. 

Olesya smiled weakly. The constant clatter of the wheels on 

rails was comforting and disturbing. She couldn’t be here, 

couldn’t be in Russia with her father on the train to his last 

job, and yet here she was, sitting right across him, talking to 
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him. Her teeth chattered. She pulled up her legs and she hugged 

them, her chin on her knees. 

“Are you cold?” Her father asked, genuine concern in his 

voice. 

“A little,” admitted Olesya. 

“Here,” he handed her his wool blanket, and she covered 

herself with it, snuggling up under its coarse fleece. 

“Tea?” Natasha’s pasty face looked into the room. She 

grinned, the garish nacreous lipstick making her teeth look 

sallow by contrast. 

“Thank you, Natasha.” He father took the tray out of her 

hands. 

“No problem. Anything else?” 

“No, that will do.” 

Natasha’s oily eyes shifted to Olesya. There was something 

deadening in them. “Who is that? Your daughter?” 

Goosebumps surged up Olesya’s skin. 

“That’s her all right,” nodded her father. “My Olesya. She 

has grown so much. I haven’t her seen for eleven years, imagine 

that.” He gazed at her lovingly. 

“Looks just like you, if you don’t mind my saying so. What 

a pretty girl you are.” The conductor tilted her head, and it 

bent at a nasty unnatural angle. Olesya involuntarily backed 

off, sliding on the seat toward the wall as far as she could. 
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“Are you married?” Asked Natasha, staring at her. 

Olesya crimsoned and shook her head. 

“You need to get married soon, then,” she declared. “Don’t 

want to turn into a spinster, do you? How old are you?” 

“Twenty one,” said Olesya timidly. 

“That’s the right age to get married. Why are you so 

skinny? What man would look at you, huh? What’s there to look 

at? Skin and bones! Let me bring you some food,” she lowered her 

voice and glanced about conspiratorially, “I have some caviar, 

smocked sturgeon, a jar of moonshine. Homemade.” 

“No, thank you,” Olesya shook her head. “I’m not hungry.” 

Natasha pursed her lips, offended by this rebuttal of her 

very special offer. “Suit yourself, then.” And she spun on her 

heels, ready to depart. 

“Thank you, Natasha.” Said her father to smooth the 

awkwardness. “Olesya is on a special diet. She is a ballerina. 

Dances at Bolshoi.” Tears stood in his eyes. He said it with 

such pride, blood rushed to Olesya’s cheeks and she felt them 

flaming. She let the blanket slip, to show her ballet attire as 

proof to her father’s words. 

“Humph,” puffed Natasha, not impressed. “That’s why she’s 

so skinny. A stomach ulcer, that’s what you’ll get from not 

eating. Mind my words. Diet.” She shook her head in disapproval, 

shut the door, and departed. 
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Her steps receded into silence. 

Olesya faced her father, unsure what to expect, what to do, 

what to say, terrified of this encounter, wanting to escape from 

it and at the same time afraid it would end. 

“Your tea,” he motioned. 

She sipped it. The ember liquid pleasantly burned her lip. 

And for the next few minutes they drank their tea in silence, 

until it was gone and the train began to slow down. 

“All done?” He asked her. 

“Yes.” Olesya sat the empty glass aside. 

“I want to show you something,” he smiled. “Don’t be 

afraid, it’s nothing scary. Come on. I’ve been dying to show it 

to you for a long time now.” 

He offered her a hand, and she reluctantly slid in her 

fingers. It was cold, freezing. He gripped her, and she suddenly 

knew there was no escape. Whatever he planned for her, whatever 

TUBE planned for her, she would have to endure. There was no 

other way around it, only through it, and if she made it all the 

way, she could live. Maybe. The cost of it didn’t matter to her 

father. He would kill as many dancers as it took to strip her of 

her entourage, to see what she was made of on her own, to punish 

her for living when Tanechka had to die such a horrible death, 

unless...unless she found a weakness in him and used it. Used it 

to stop him, to end this charade that has gone too far. 



Anske / TUBE / 418 

This is for me, all of it. He wants to shake me up, to show 

me. 

Thoughts tumbled in Olesya’s mind. She watched her feet 

tread the carpet that ran the length of the corridor. Her father 

opened the door and they entered the vestibule at the end of the 

carriage. It stunk of cigarettes and urine, the floor 

bespattered with spittle and cigarette stubs. 

“So much for the exemplary express,” muttered her father. 

“Are you dressed warm enough? Here.” He held in his hands 

Olesya’s winter coat. It wasn’t there a moment ago, but Olesya 

accepted it without a question. He held it open for her. She 

slid her arms into the sleeves and buttoned it up. 

“Watch your step,” he opened the connecting door that 

usually led to another carriage. This time it didn’t. It led 

outside, into the grating air of Russian winter. Their carriage 

was the last one. Freezing wind slapped Olesya’s face. The train 

jolted to a stop and her father jumped out, nimble for his age, 

offering her a hand.  

“Get off the tracks. It’s not safe standing on them.” He 

motioned her to the side of embankment. The snow crackled under 

her pointe shoes as she hopped out and walked to where he was 

pointing. Suddenly her breath stopped and she gasped, clutching 

at the collar of her coat. 
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They were in a field. Distant woods fringed it on all four 

sides. The solemn afternoon had no color, except variations of 

white, black, and every shade in between. Rare snowflakes 

fluttered out of the low sky and settled on the shiny rails, 

melting as they touched their warm surface. It wasn’t what 

startled Olesya. It was the back of another train advancing 

toward them from behind a bend. It trundled almost noiselessly, 

rolling on inertia, going backwards along the incline and slowly 

picking up speed. From where she stood, she could see it, but 

her father could not. 

“Papa!” She cried. 

Her call didn’t reach him. He had already folded the 

earflaps down and tied the tassels under his chin to prevent the 

hat from falling off. 

“Will you wait for me? I just have to check something 

quickly.” He slung his workbag to the front, opened the flap, 

rummaged in it and took out some elongated tool and a flashlight 

which he stuck between his teeth. He glanced at Olesya, took it 

out—“don’t worry, it’ll be quick,”–put it back in and bent over 

the coupling link. 

Horror swept Olesya from her toes to her nape, raising the 

hairs on her head. She wanted to run to him, but her feet were 

rooted to the ground. She couldn’t make a step. She was to stand 

there and watch. “No,” she muttered. “Not this, please. No...” 
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A passage from Anna Karenina flashed through her head. 

“A watchman, either drunk or too bundled up because of the 

freezing cold, had not heard a train being shunted and had been 

run over.” 

“Bundled up...had not heard the train... Look out! There is 

a train coming! Get away from there! Papa, do you hear me?” She 

lurched and fell into snow on her hands, attempting to crawl and 

not moving an inch. 

“What did you say?” he rose and turned to look at her. “I 

can’t hear you very well,” he tapped on his hat apologetically 

and got back to work, singing some tune under his breath. 

The other train was rushing at him, picking up speed, and 

Olesya’s scream drowned in the sound of the impact. 
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Chapter 36. The Fatal Accident 

The noise was a tremendous hollow bang. It rolled across the 

field like thunder. There was a brief spark, and then both 

carriages derailed with a screech, briefly rearing up like two 

fighting animals, their wheels spinning clear off the ground. 

They hovered like this for a few seconds and laboriously tumbled 

to one side. A few more cars collided on inertia and careened 

dangerously, swaying, not quite off the tracks but not on them 

either, before the whole mess stopped moving.  

Where Olesya’s father stood a moment ago was a mash of 

clothes and blood. It sprayed out at the snow, splattering it 

with red droplets, melting it, turning it into pink sludge. The 

rest of him got dragged over to where the tipped carriages 

wallowed in the snow. 

“No, papa! NO!!!” Olesya swam in pain and shock, no longer 

knowing who she was or where she belonged or how she was able to 

witness her father’s horrific death that took place eleven years 

ago. Tears streamed down her face, and she wailed, blubbering 

muzzy nonsense, crawling up the embankment on her hands and 

knees, her vision blurry, her head ringing. 
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A smell of burning rubber streaked up her nose, that, and 

another odor, sweet and cloying. She didn’t want to think about 

what it was, deliberately breathing through her mouth. 

“Oh...” she stopped, her eyes pinned to a hand, her 

father’s hand that she touched not too long ago, now severed 

from his arm and resting palm up, as if in a gesture of 

supplication, fingers curled slightly, a tangle of torn 

ligaments and muscle where his wrist should’ve been. Olesya 

touched his dead fingers and dropped her head, “Oh, my God.” The 

fingers were stiff and cold, not at all what the fingers of a 

recently killed person should feel. 

They should be warm...they should be... 

Olesya looked up, scanning the ground.  

It’s fake, this is all fake. You’re doing it to scare me. 

There were other body parts, mangled and strewn along 

several yards, unidentifiable unless she crept over and took a 

closer look. Then she felt sick and gagged, catching the bile by 

her teeth and forcing it down. Directly across her, right on the 

rail, mysteriously balancing on its very edge of it as if was 

placed there on purpose, sat her father’s head wrapped in the 

fur hat, his eyes open, glassy, staring at her.  

Olesya felt her stomach melt and disappear somewhere. Her 

bowels were hot and churning. She felt an urge to void herself, 

right there and then, suddenly not worried about the smell or 
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the feel of doing what she hadn’t done since the day when her 

father snatched her away from the moving toy train at the park, 

when she let go of her bladder, terrified of his fear, of his 

bulging eyes staring at her. 

“Why...,” she heard herself say, “why are you showing me 

this? What for? Am I not hurting enough? Am I not? How much more 

do you want me to endure?” Warm snot trickled out of her 

nostrils down her chin, and she wiped it absentmindedly on her 

sleeve.  

She dimly registered that people were squirting out of both 

trains, through the gaping squares of doors and pushed out 

emergency windows, like ants leaking out of holes, black dots 

scurrying to the sight of collision, growing larger as they came 

closer. 

 Olesya glanced over them, expecting them to be passengers, 

and froze. They weren’t. They were dead ballet dancers, skirting 

around her, tightening a half-circle, Alla Borisovna leading 

them and nudging them and grinning in a hideous manner of one 

who is pleased with a nasty turn of events.  

“Enjoying yourself?” She said, crunching up to Olesya and 

looking down at her. “Break is over. Get up.” She nudged her 

with her toe. “Practice time.” 

Olesya blinked stupidly. “Practice?” 
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“Are you deaf? Do I need to yell in your ear for you to 

hear me?” Alla Borisovna was scary when alive, but in death her 

expression attained a bluish pallor that crimped into an animal 

grimace. Her lips—two bloodless white lines—bared her gums and 

teeth, and the pleats around her eyes folded into a poisonous 

mask of rotted skin stretched over a handful of meat that were 

her facial muscles. Her eyes sparkled with hatred, pupils wide 

and black. 

Olesya passed her eyes over Inga, Larisa, Yanchik, then she 

saw Pushkin’s bland face and next to him Masha’s. They looked at 

her with indifference. She could’ve been a clump of dirt on the 

snow for all they were concerned. It didn’t seem like an appeal 

or any pleading words for that matter would stir them. They had 

no emotions. They were dead. And yet...Alla Borisovna was 

clearly peeved.  

Nine to one, thought Olesya. It’s useless. They will kill 

me, squash me like a bug. I need to play along...play along and 

think, it will give me time to think. 

“Yes, of course, Alla Borisovna. Just a moment.” She 

searched their ranks for Mitya, and her heart shrank when she 

didn’t see him, and then soared. There was neither him, nor any 

others who she hoped were still alive, their feuds and quarrels 

forgotten. Egor, Milena, Vika. And Lana with Karina, the 

perpetual duo of spoiled whining newbies. She’d be happy to see 
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any one of them now, if she only could. If they were still 

breathing. 

“I’m sorry I made you wait,” with a tremendous effort she 

pulled herself up on all fours, first dragging up one knee, then 

another, then stepping up on both feet, brushing the snow off 

her coat.  

They formed a wall around her, waiting, dressed in 

performance attire, not one of them shivering or showing any 

sign of being cold, their skin that diaphanous shade of a 

polyethylene wrap stretched over bones. If not for their 

movements they could be mistaken for oversized porcelain dolls 

perched in the snow by some lunatic artist for some lunatic art 

installation. 

You need be crushed, thought Olesya suddenly, her eyes 

widening, lingering on the smoke and the dust that rose from the 

trains and was settling on the glistening crystals like volcano 

ash. All of you. Crushed and smashed and broken like platters 

hurled against a floor. Her eyes traveled to the head of the 

train. The locomotive. The TUBE locomotive. 

They marched her like a prisoner, jabbing sharp fingers in 

her ribs, pushing her when she stumbled, first along the tracks, 

then, once they rounded the tip of the Russian train, up the 

embankment and between the rails.  
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Olesya watched her pointe shoes get wet and dark from the 

snow. She hopped from tie to tie, elegantly, her arms stretched 

out wide for balance. Behind her Alla Borisovna trotted out 

arguments against this frivolous behavior, occasionally smacking 

Olesya’s hand, but Olesya seized to be horrified of this dead 

troupe of deceased dancers. Something snapped in her after 

witnessing her father’s violent departure.  

There couldn’t be anything worse than to see one whom you 

love to be mashed to pulp in front of your very eyes. Dying no 

longer scared her. Anything would be better. In fact, she wished 

for death, if only to get rid of what she’d seen, to erase it 

from her memory. She was hoping it would be blocked, as most 

traumatic experiences get blocked by our clever brains, but it 

kept replaying in her head like a defective record. Over and 

over and over again she saw the carriages strike, that hideous 

spark crackle, the smell of electricity and something rubbery 

burning, and the spurt of blood, the shower of it, the grey air 

pockmarked with its drizzle, pink, warm, melting. 

A wave of nausea rose in her again, and this time she had 

to stop, bending at her stomach, dry-heaving and coughing out 

clear loogies of saliva. Her eyes burned, spilling over. She 

wiped her lips with the back of her hand and staggered. 

“Get moving!” Alla Borisovna shoved her, hard. 
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“I am, Alla Borisovna,” mumbled Olesya, wishing for a gulp 

of water, clear water to wash the stink out of her mouth. 

“Faster!” 

Olesya clenched her hands into fists and trotted on, 

sliding into that state where she no longer felt her numb body, 

willing it to operate automatically, as she customarily did at 

the end of each eight-hour practice session, when her toes bled, 

her muscles screamed from fatigue, and her joints cracked under 

the strain. Her skull cooked with boiling lava, and it was then 

that she’d pop a couple painkillers and chase them down with 

water.  

Her tongue tingled, itching. Plumes of warm air burst from 

her lips. She stooped, pretending to stumble on a rock, scooped 

a handful of snow and shoved it in her mouth, wincing as Alla 

Borisovna jabbed her from behind and yelled at her to hurry. 

Ahead of them, running into the wintry haze, the railway 

bent. Olesya dared to glance back, above the dancers heads. The 

site of the crash curved out of sight. Alla Borisovna raised her 

hand and delivered an iron blow to the back of Olesya’s head. 

She stifled a cry and turned back, slogging on. 

No more than ten minutes later they reached the back of the 

cobalt sleeper attached to the TUBE locomotive.  

Olesya clenched her teeth, but she wasn’t surprised. 

Nothing surprised her anymore. 
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The machine sat on the tracks, vibrating impatiently, 

waiting for them to board it. Alla Borisovna’s cold fingers dug 

into the flesh of Olesya’s arm. She yanked her to the door. 

“Get in.” 

Olesya clasped the rails and heaved herself inside without 

a word, her frozen fingers stiff and unbending, her nose burning 

in the relative warmth that smelled of dust and heated metal. 

The door behind her slammed shut, and when she looked over her 

shoulder, there was no one there. 

“Hello?” 

She mounted the steps one by one, peering ahead of her into 

the darkness. No sounds, no movement, not even a stir of air. 

She crept to the second level and slinked into the bathroom, 

frantically pushing on the knob. Brown water fizzed out of the 

faucet, and she greedily stuck her face under it, catching a few 

droplets before the flow stopped. It tasked like rust, but 

Olesya didn’t mind.  

She looked at herself in the mirror.  

Her eyes sunk deep into their sockets, propped up by 

purplish circles that gradually dissipated in the paleness of 

her cheeks. Stray wisps of hair stood out like electrified fuzz. 

Her bun felt loose and hung a little askew. She relieved 

herself, tried to flush it in vain, and, wrinkling her nose in 
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disgust from the odor her urine, rubbed her eyes, closed them, 

opened them, and stepped out. 

The corridor stood dark and deserted. 

Led by habit, Olesya walked to her roomette and opened the 

door. Her things were there as if they were never moved. The 

bag, Anna Karenina with a bookmark sitting on the table, the toy 

locomotive. It almost seemed like a déjà vu, a bad dream, and 

for a second Olesya sensed a flood of relief. Then she tensed, 

and the horror returned to her with a vengeance. 

Across her seat lay a dress. A red dress. A dress crocheted 

out of ruddy yarn. 

“It’s like Tanechka’s...” 

It was, only it was Olesya’s size, an exact replica. 

The intercom crackled, coughed, and her father’s mechanical 

voice came on, sounding stern. “Change,” it said. Silence 

puttered and popped. Olesya thought she could hear faint 

breathing. 

“Papa?” She asked. “Is that you?” 

“CHANGE!” 

“But this is—” 

A tremor of seizure lurched through the carriage, shaking 

everything up. It was a tremor of anger that was close to 

escalating into rage. 
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Her heart hammering, Olesya took the dress into her hands, 

caressing the soft cottony strands, and sniffed it. It smelled 

new, unworn.  

“Why?” She asked. “Why do you want me to wear it?”  

“AHHHHHH!” It screamed.  

Olesya flung both hands over her ears. TUBE’s shrill cry 

penetrated her eardrums and sent a spike of pain through her 

skull. She thought her eyes would pop. 

“CHANGE! NOW!!!” 

Her mind reeling from terror, Olesya dropped into the seat 

across, and her eyes fell on the toy train sitting on top of the 

book. She noticed it was vibrating as well, as did everything 

else in the compartment. But it was different. It seemed to her 

that the tremor passed through it in the same manner it passed 

through the carriage itself, as if mimicking it. Was it? 

Olesya threw a cautious glance about—as if her father was 

watching her (habits are hard to beat)—and swept the toy into 

her lap, feverishly tugging off her leotard. 

The locomotive was vibrating, and it stopped a fraction of 

a second before the carriage did.  

I’ll have to smash it, to break it. 

Olesya crimped the dress around he neck hole and donned it 

over her frame, smoothing the folds of the skirt and discovering 

with some insane glee that the dress had one little pocket on 
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the side, where the locomotive fit like a glove, as if it was 

there for this exact purpose. She redid her bun, smoothed her 

hair, and folded her hands primly in her lap. 

“I have changed,” she said dutifully, hoping the tone of 

her voice didn’t betray her intentions. She scanned the 

compartment in search of something heavy, knowing that there 

wasn’t anything and doing it anyway. “What would you like me to 

do next?” She said it pleasantly, in her mind stepping out of 

the room and walking to the first level. 

The fire extinguisher. But it’s gone. The mallet? Gone too. 

Luggage? Maybe. What about those tools in the engineer’s cab 

Mitya found? Mitya. I’d have to get you off the train first, if 

you’re still here. All of you. 

“Papa?” 

“You may go and say goodbye to your friends,” sputtered the 

voice and winked out with a crackle of static. 

The intercom was silent. 

“Goodbye?” Olesya sat straight like a rod, her eyes wider 

than normal, and growing wider still. “You want to...you want to 

kill yourself and take me with you, the way...the way Tanechka 

died. Oh God. Oh, my God.” She wanted to get up and couldn’t, 

her thighs glued to the seat, her muscles refusing to listen, to 

move. Summoning the last of her willpower, she slowly stood, 

flexed her hand, and pulled on the handle. 
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Out in the corridor a cold draft twined around her ankles, 

and she stopped, thinking. 

Mitya will listen to me, but what about Egor and Milena and 

the rest? They won’t. They might, but the chance is slim.  

And then it hit her.  

I know. I know what I must do to get them out of harm’s 

way. I must detach the sleeper from the engine. 

Determined, she staggered forward, sensing the speed of the 

train accelerate with every passing minute. It was speeding to 

its death, and it was going to take her with it.  
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Chapter 37. The Color Red 

The dancers were sitting in the large four-berth compartment. 

They were all dressed in red, red tights, red leotards, red 

tutus and ballet slippers, gauze and tulle and satin glistening 

like freshly spilled blood in the lackluster light that seeped 

through the window. 

“Olesya!” Mitya jumped to his feet as soon as she slid the 

door open. “I thought...I lost you. Where were you? Where did it 

take you?” 

A picture rushed through Olesya’s head, many pictures, 

pictures of her father’s demise, and she shook her head. “You 

don’t want to know.” Her eyes scanned them, and her entire face 

flattened into a void, reflecting the scarlet hue on her 

lilywhite skin. “No.” She searched out the intercom panel, and 

repeated to it, “No. Please...” 

Mitya followed her gaze and, taking her arm, pulled her in. 

“Not so fast, love birds,” interjected Milena, a clear note 

of envy making her sour voice sound acidic. “First—” 

“She is talking to it, did you hear that?” Said Vika, and 

suddenly shouted, “Ask it to get us out of here!” 



Anske / TUBE / 434 

Milena silenced her with a hand. “Hold on, we’ll get to it, 

don’t worry. Now, we have a few questions for you, waltz girl. 

How timely of you to show up.” 

“Remember our agreement?” Asked Egor bitingly, and a 

flutter of fear contorted Mitya’s features, but only for a 

moment. “You hold up your end, I will hold up mine.” 

Milena gave Egor a look of contempt. He interrupted her, 

and he asked what she was going to ask, only not at first. He 

pretended he didn’t sense her stare crawling up his skin, 

blatantly ignoring her. 

“Why are you guys here?” Asked Olesya, knowing the answer. 

“How did you—” 

Karina opened her mouth to answer. Egor interrupted her. 

“It’s not like you have any choice, don’t you think?” His 

eyes poised on Mitya, he produced a couple wrenches from behind 

him, hefting them in both hands. “It’s not much, I grant you 

that, but it can do extensive damage, particularly to your face. 

I don’t think anyone will hire you after I’m through with this.” 

Olesya hung back, horrified. “What are you doing? You 

wouldn’t...you wouldn’t dare.” Her eyes jumped from face to 

face. “Why would you hurt him? You’re not an animal, none of us 

are. What happened to you, Egor? I don’t recognize you...” 
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“Oh, look who is talking,” he inclined his head. “The waltz 

girl got her voice back. Go ahead, tell us what you wanted to 

say.” 

Everything Olesya loved in him until this very moment 

became ugly. His full lips stretched up into a splenetic smile, 

his brown eyes slanted up into a mask of unsettling gaiety, his 

dark bunched up hair that fell over his forehead in a fringe. 

How she used to want to pass her fingers through it, to feel its 

silkiness, and how she detested it now, how she detested, hated 

everything about him. Mitya was right. He was obtuse, 

egotistical, waddling in self-delusion liege who thought he 

somehow was better than any of them, permitted to do what he 

wanted like a spoiled ninny.  

A thin fissure opened in Olesya’s mind. “Thank you for 

noticing me, I really appreciate it.” Tears crept into her 

voice. She held them at bay, speaking through a clenched jaw. 

“There was a day when I wanted it...wanted it so bad, it didn’t 

matter how I got it. I would practice longer on purpose, to bump 

into you on your way out. I would...” she caught her breath, and 

Mitya’s eyes so big, so full of pain they poked holes in her, 

dibbled her like a fallow field, turning over clods of dirt. 

“I’m sorry, Mitya, it’s in the past, but I have to say this.” 

He dropped his head into his hands. 



Anske / TUBE / 436 

“Mitya...” she reached out to him. He flinched and shrunk 

away. “I have to say this while...there is still time. I...” she 

groped for words, caught in the whirring confusion of her 

feelings. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 

The girls whispered to each other. Karina giggled, throwing 

a hand over her mouth. 

Egor crossed his arms. “No, please, continue. This is 

rather interesting. A public confession to wrongs and an act of 

atonement. How decadent of you. I’m all ears.” 

Olesya took a deep breath, steadying herself. “I’m grateful 

that you’re listening. I truly am. I only regret that it took 

for me to get you into this terrible calamity—” 

“Ah! So you admit it!” Egor thrust a quivering finger at 

her. “She admitted to it! Did you hear that?” That question was 

addressed to the girls. “What did I tell you?” 

“It’s not her.” Mitya’s face was scarlet, his cheeks 

flamed, his eyes puffy, his fingers rolled into fists. 

“Need a tissue, cry boy?” Offered Milena mockingly. 

“What is wrong with you? With all of you?” Mitya jumped up, 

his chest heaving under the thin cotton of his leotard.  

A shiver went through the fabric of the carriage, and then 

a cackling noise of a madman, distorted, robotic, echoed in the 

air. It rose in pitch and petered out, and then the static 
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crackled in the intercom, and out poured a message. “Entertain 

me, and I will make it faster.” 

The sound winked out. 

Mitya sat back down, his face ashen. The dancers looked at 

each other, their jaws slack, their mouths limp, their eyes huge 

and filled with terror. 

“It is my fault,” said Olesya into the breathing disquiet. 

“I should’ve never boarded this train, then all of you would’ve 

been safe. Then Nastya wouldn’t have been injured, and Larisa 

and Inga and others would still be alive.” 

This was met with morbid silence. 

“What are you saying, Olesya?” Mitya clasped his knees, his 

knuckled white. “It’s not true. Tell them. Tell...” 

“It is. It is true. What I’m about to say next may sound 

like I’m crazy, and, frankly, if you think so, at this point I 

don’t mind. I don’t know how much time we have left, but I 

assume not much. Maybe minutes.” She glanced out the window. 

Solid walls of mountains flashed past at an angle. They were 

climbing up. She could hear the laborious moiling of the engine 

through the clickety-clack of the wheels. “I need to do one last 

thing, to end this, and it’s better if I tell you what it is, to 

prevent you from disrupting me.” 

“Well, this is interesting.” Egor’s voice shook, betraying 

his fear. “You’re finally going to explain to us,” his face 
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contorted with misgiving, and he sprung up, shouting in her 

face, “HOW THE FUCK DID YOU GET NINE PEPLE KILLED? HOW—” 

Mitya clasped Egor’s leotard from behind and yanked him to 

the seat, the cotton ripping in his hands. 

“Get your hands off me,” hissed Egor, twisting out. 

“Don’t yell at her,” snapped Mitya. 

The corners of Egor’s mouth lifted up contemptuously. “Oh, 

the dog is protecting his mistress, is that it?” 

Mitya drew back his arm and punched him square in the face. 

Egor’s head bumped on the wall, and a thin trickle of blood 

shot out of his nostril, quickly making its way down. Egor 

touched it, looking at his stained finger in bewilderment. “You 

dumb canine.” He grasped the big wrench, and Olesya threw 

herself between them. “No, please! Listen to me! I implore you! 

This train is possessed by my dead father, and anyone who wears 

red is marked to die. It’s going to kill us all, don’t you 

understand? I need to stop it.” 

“I think this lovers’ tiff has gone far enough,” said 

Milena. “Why don’t we tie these brats up and see our way out of 

here while the door is still open? At least not until this thing 

decides to close it again. I’m sure there is a way to bash the 

shit out of the engine and make it stop.” She made to stand up. 

Olesya pushed Egor and lunged for Milena, knocking her off 

her feet and sitting her back on the bed. “Please,” she talked 
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feverishly into her face, “don’t go anywhere, stay here. I will 

try to disconnect the sleeper from the engine. Wait until it 

stops and then get out.” 

Milena wrinkled her nose, as if she smelled something 

nasty. “Get off me, crazy.” She bounced Olesya out of her hands 

into Vika’s. 

“Why did you get us into this mess?” spluttered Vika, 

saliva gathering in the corners of her mouth. “Huh? Answer me. 

Why do you have to be such a bitch?” And she slapped her across 

the face. 

Tears burst from Olesya’s eyes. Her cheek felt like it was 

on fire. She held a hand to it, startled, her eyes round. “Why 

are you doing this?” 

“Why—why. I’m so tired of you asking this question. Aren’t 

you?” She asked Milena. 

“You have no idea.” Milena grabbed the smaller of the 

wrenches, holding it out at the ready.  

“What do you think you’re doing?” Mitya kicked it out of 

her hand, and it went clattering to the floor, flying deep under 

the seat. Without a word, Karina dutifully leaned over to fetch 

it. 

“Not so fast, love bird,” said Milena, facing Mitya who 

breathed hard, staring at her. Behind him Egor shook his head, 

rising, massaging his temples.  
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“Forgive me, mama,” said Mitya, his eyes on Milena. “You 

taught me to never raise a hand on a woman. I’m sorry to break 

your rule,” and he grabbed Milena’s hair with one hand, wrapped 

his other arm around her neck, and spun around just in time to 

face Egor with a wrench raised high up for a blow. 

The train blew a long wailing horn, evidently enjoying the 

altercation and endorsing it. 

The carriage lurched, and the fighting party swayed on 

their feet, all except Karina and Lana. They huddled in the 

corner of the bed, by the window, their knees drawn up, their 

expressions those of petrified children. Lana hasn’t spoken a 

word since Olesya returned, and now her lower lip quivered, and 

she gasped for air, her hand on her chest. Karina clasped the 

wrench she found under the seat, not knowing what to do with it. 

There wasn’t much room to maneuver in the compartment. Both 

upper and lower berths were unfolded, forming an inverted L-

shape that buttressed the window. The leftover space between the 

beds and the partition was wide enough for one large person or 

two skinny ones to pass.  

Mitya backed to the door, Milena gasping for air in his 

arm-hold, clawing at his arm with her sharp nail and leaving 

reddish weals that started beading with blood. Vika groaned and 

jumped at him, pulling him down on the bed, pummeling him with 

his fists. He winced and, with his lips stretched painfully 
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down, drove his left leg into her stomach. She jackknifed, 

gasping for air. 

“I’m sorry, Vika. Please don’t attack me again.” 

Milena thrashed in his hold, but he held firm. “Olesya!” 

He flicked his eyes to Karina. She nodded and snatched the 

wrench out of Karina’s hold who merely mewled and covered her 

face with both hands.  

The staccato of the wheels accelerated, unnerving all of 

them. The carriage rocked and rattled, slewing around the bends 

well over the safe speed, screaming up the stony gorge.  

Egor spread his legs like a boxer, facing Mitya, his back 

to the window, the wrench frozen in his hand. As much as he 

boiled from anger and humiliation he suffered, he couldn’t bring 

himself to strike Mitya. They knew each other since dancing 

school, and although they never became close friends, there 

wasn’t any animosity between them either. 

“You want to play dirty, is that how it is?” He asked, 

wiping his mouth. 

“I’m not playing anything, I’m—” 

“He’s suffocating me!” rasped Milena. “Get him off me! Do 

something!” She coughed, thrashing and twisting, baring her 

teeth and trying to bend her head down to bite him. 
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Olesya rose behind Egor, the wrench hanging low in her 

hold. Can I hit him? If I have to do it to get out and save all 

of them, can I hit him? 

“Watch out! She’s behind you!” Cried Vika. 

Egor turned, his eyes wide. 

“Go ahead,” said Olesya, willing her voice to be calm. 

“Strike me.” 

Egor’s arm twitched. He hesitated. 

“I need to get out of this room and get to the connecting 

seal, to uncouple the sleeper from the locomotive. Will you let 

me go, please? I don’t want anyone to get hurt. I never wanted 

anyone to get hurt, I promise you that.” She fell silent, trying 

to read his eyes. 

There was a battle in them, arrogance and self-serving 

aloofness wrestled with pity. 

“Please,” repeated Olesya hopefully. “I don’t mean any 

harm. I only want to help, I want to get us all out—” 

It was Vika who decided the outcome of their conversation. 

“Don’t trust that brainsick bitch,” she heckled, and, yanking 

the wrench out of Egor’s slackened hand, brought it on the 

ballerina’s head.  

Olesya glimpsed the movement out of the corner of her eye 

and had enough time to dodge it, but didn’t escape it 

completely. The iron caught her in the collarbone, and it 
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crunched ominously. Olesya cried out, and like a sign to abandon 

all sense and plunge into chaos, it stirred them into action. 

Mitya let go of Milena and, roaring like a wounded animal, 

grasped Vika’s arm, jerking the tool out of her hand and 

throwing her against the wall. Milena fell on him, hissing and 

scratching. Lana screamed, Karina joined her. Egor searched 

around frantically for the wrench, and Olesya, using the scuffle 

as her cover, pushed him onto bed and slinked past the 

struggling tangle of bodies by the door. Clear globules of tears 

rolled down her cheeks. She hardly noticed them, her teeth 

clenched, her left shoulder burning. The last thing she said was 

“Hold them, Mitya. Find me when...if...” she swallowed, and 

added quietly, “I love you.” 

The next moment she was out, chunking the door into the 

slot, wading through the corridor to the end of the carriage, 

weeping freely, knowing that she walked toward death. “I’m 

coming papa, I’m coming. Wait for me, please. I want to go with 

you.” She almost meant what she said, and it took an effort not 

to reach for the toy locomotive in her pocket to make sure it 

was still there. 

First you detach the air hose, her father’s words rung in 

her head. She saw his fingers nimbly reach under the toy and 

unsnap one tiny rubber hose from another. Then you lift the 

break on both cars, like this. He pushed two metal switches up, 
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first on the locomotive, then on the sleeper. They were nothing 

more than steel pins pivoting on protruding knobs. See? Now 

there’re separate, and you’re done! 

If only it were so easy in real life. I wonder if I’ll be 

able to do it on the real thing, while it’s moving. The 

impossibility of this treacherous task made Olesya’s skin cold. 

She planned to try one last thing, at the very end, on the 

off chance that it might work. Not that she believed that it 

would, but she had to try it. Had to. 

The train slowed, as if giving her time to reach the 

engineer’s cab, to witness the spectacular fall into the snowy 

valley miles and miles below. 
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Chapter 38. The Uncoupling 

Olesya felt lethargic. Just when she needed her strength, it 

decided to leave her. She stood over the grating steel plates of 

the connecting corridor. Cold swathes of air numbed her legs; 

the floor shook and rattled. The door leading to the sleeper got 

locked as soon as she entered, courtesy of TUBE. There was no 

way back for her, only forward, into the engine. Air whistled 

through the gaps, and in front of her a massacre unfolded, a 

massacre brought on my mass hysteria that takes hold of people 

when they’re frightened beyond despair. 

“No, please, don’t do this...don’t do this...” she heard 

her words roll out of her mouth, not comprehending how she was 

able to speak. It seemed to her that she had lost control of her 

body and it functioned somehow on its own, independent of her 

mind. 

The door window, a sheet of reinforced glass rounded at the 

edges and housed in a black rubber weatherstrip, offered her an 

unobstructed view into the corridor of the sleeping carriage. 

Mitya burst through the opening of the compartment, his 

mouth wide open, shouting her name. Behind him Egor rushed out, 

the big wrench held aloft in his arm. Milena and Vika were on 
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his heels, their figures vividly red against the murky fustiness 

of the air. Milena held a wire coat hanger.  

Mitya’s palms slapped on the glass, his nose pressed to it, 

fogging it up. He was talking feverishly, saying something 

Olesya couldn’t understand. It brought her out of her inertness. 

Her heart accelerated, pumping blood into her arms, legs, 

flushing her face. She flexed her fingers, and at once the muddy 

mist has ripped and she was pounding on the black square button 

with words PRESS HERE. “Open! Please, open! Papa, please!”  

She saw a shadow fly up behind Mitya’s head and her eyes 

widened. It was enough for him to see and duck in time.  

“Behind you! Watch out!” She staggered back.  

Egor grinned a lunatic smile, his lips lifted far enough to 

show the tips of his teeth. He shouted something at her, 

something obscene, a litany of expletives that reflected their 

nastiness in his indignant eyes. It was her he wanted to kill, 

she saw it and felt her legs turn elastic. It was her he aimed 

at, but she was out of reach, behind a locked door, and he 

brought the wrench onto the glass. It chinked but otherwise 

didn’t get damaged. The wrench bounced off and flew into Egor’s 

face, striking him straight between his eyes and cutting through 

his skin. He reeled, looking puzzled, touched his forehead, saw 

the blood on his fingers, and looked up at Olesya, holding her 

eyes. 
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She stared. Her chest whistled painfully. 

“No, no. No!” 

Mitya draped his arms around Egor from behind to drag him 

away, when Milena triumphantly drove the wrench into his temple, 

her other arm still holding the coat hanger, the hook sharp. 

This she sunk into Mitya’s shoulder at the same time as the 

wrench fell out of her hands and cluttered to the floor. 

“STOP! STOP THIS MADNESS!!!” 

Olesya thrashed, bellowing with the force she didn’t know 

resided in her. She hit and kicked everything she could, not 

registering any pain, only wanting the barrier between her and 

Mitya to disappear.  

He glanced at her, his eyebrows forming that familiar 

questioning triangle, and toppled out of sight. 

Egor’s mad face replaced him. He pressed his forehead to 

the glass, blood spraying on it in crimson beads, trickling 

down, tracing lines. He was saying something to her. Milena 

pushed him to the side and spat at the glass, forming one clear 

word with her shiny poochy lips, “bitch.” She raised a fist and 

punched the small crack in the glass, her knuckles splitting and 

beginning to bleed. She didn’t pay it any heed and punched it 

again and again and again, chanting, “die, bitch. Die, bitch. 

DIE!!!” 
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Olesya heard only a muffled mumble, but the meaning of it 

was clear enough. She recoiled, unable to comprehend the change 

in a frail delicate girl she knew from dancing ballet together 

for years, a girl who could be coarse and even vulgar but who 

never exhibited this exigent appetite for pain infliction that 

bordered on sadism. It was as if she was drunk, as of all them 

were drunk, submerged into a crapulous state that would only 

subside when enough blood was drawn. 

“What did you do to them, papa...”  

Vika plastered her face on Egor’s other side, her sticking 

out ears pink, her face warped with some kind of inane jollity. 

Olesya would’ve preferred she looked scary, angry, anything but 

this psychotic frenzy. 

“Mitya!” She breathed a sigh of relief, unaware that she 

was holding her breath this entire time. 

He shambled to the trio who sensed him and turned around. 

They sized each other up for a second or two, and when Egor bent 

to undoubtedly pick up the wrench and deliver to Mitya what he 

failed to carry through with Olesya, Karina’s pale face surfaced 

in the compartment door. Her gripping hand. Her red ballet 

attire. She timidly took a step forward, saying something. Mitya 

glanced back at her. Encouraged by this, she grabbed Lana by the 

hand and pulled her into the corridor. The girl had no color in 

her face and visibly trembled like a blank sheet of paper. And 
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yet...there was resolve in her panicked eyes. She said 

something, Milena shouted at her. Vika picked it up.  

The two ballerinas framed Mitya from behind, their heads 

lowered, defiant, almost mulish. It was three against three now, 

and Egor hesitated, passing a searching look back at his posse.  

Delivered precisely on time, no doubt closely watching the 

developments, the train blew a horn. The sound of it 

reverberated through the locomotive and burst into the carriage. 

Olesya stopped her ears, wincing. Seeping through the fissures 

between the accordion of the connecting seal, they lacerated her 

eardrums, driving stakes into her head. 

The dancers jumped, startled.  

The carriage lurched and bopped. It felt like it skipped 

over an obstacle on the rails and miraculously landed back in 

place without derailing. The whole thing rocked and rattled and 

wobbled to and fro. Six pairs of eyes peered at Olesya, their 

strife momentarily stuffed into the backs of their minds, and 

one single hope, hope for survival, poised in their widened 

pupils like a question.  

Olesya nodded and mouthed, “I will do it. Get back. Get 

back!” She waved at them to retreat, to go away from the 

connecting door, and forcefully dropped her gaze to the floor, 

studying the diamond pattern of the raised steel lugs. 
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Like little trains, little train cars all jumbled up in 

disarray. If I were to look at them out of a plane, that’s what 

they’d look like. Like grubs. Leeches. Parasitic germs...or even 

better, an infestation of lice teeming and boiling on the 

balding head of the earth.  

She didn’t know where this image came from, perhaps from 

the deep recesses of her mounting abhorrence toward the thing 

that her father became, a monster encased in the body of a 

machine. It cut, this picture—so clear, so precise—it cut into 

her stomach and she suddenly retched, coming up with a dribble 

of sour-tasting saliva. There were noises in the corridor, 

shouting voices, footsteps, a loud thump. Olesya kept her eyes 

glued to the floor. 

If I look up now, I won’t be able to do this. 

She gripped the wrench, her hand sweaty despite the 

whistling cold that easily penetrated her crocheted summer dress 

and licked her skin with an abrading horripilation. 

“Papa, help me do this. They don’t need to die with us. I 

want it to be you and me, just you and me, okay? I don’t want 

anyone else. What do you say?” She waited for an answer in vain.  

The locomotive seemed to be concentrated on climbing the 

railroad ever higher. Olesya had no idea how much longer this 

climb was going to last, how much time she had. She frantically 
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scanned the space for any locks or hooks or anything she could 

undo to get outside and decouple the carriage. 

How she was going to make it into the engine compartment if 

she was successful never crossed her mind. She was incapable of 

focusing on several tasks at a time. Her thoughts slid into a 

state of pinpointed ardor with a small keyhole in the middle. 

Everything she saw, she saw through this hole; nothing else 

existed. And what she saw was the picture of two toy train cars 

being pulled apart by her father nimble fingers. 

The connecting seal that went all the way around the 

sleeper door like a contiguous lip was screened on the left and 

on the right by grey vinyl membranes that gave off a faint tang 

of glue. 

“The screens,” muttered Olesya, “first the screens.” 

She traced her fingers along the seam and found a round 

plate at knee level, clasped it and unlatched the grey sheet. It 

sprung back at once, whooshing and sliding into a slot Olesya 

didn’t notice before. Flat edges of black rubber whammed and 

bumped against the glabrous surface of the locomotive’s blue 

hide. It had no connecting protrusion of any sort. It was smooth 

and polished, and for a moment the thought strayed from Olesya’s 

focused keyhole into the future, the possibility of her 

successfully detaching the sleeper and having nothing to hold 

onto, no ledge to stand on. 
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She flapped it aside like an annoying fly and switched to 

the other side. When both screens were removed, she halted, 

stumped. There weren’t any other hooks or hasps she could pull 

loose or lift or unfasten. She scotched her fingers into the gap 

between nuzzling rubber and steel and peeled it back a couple 

inches. A wisp of freezing wind gashed in. Her knuckles whacked 

against metal and she let go with a small cry, blowing in them 

and rubbing her hands. 

“Okay, okay. I will try here.” 

She fell to her knees and pried the seal open. Below rocky 

ground frosted with snow rolled away with dizzying speed. The 

strength in Olesya’s fingers gave out and she let go, 

exasperated. The seal snapped back in place with a smack. 

“How am I going to do this?” 

She noticed silence on the other side of the tiny space she 

was wedged in, and decided not to look. Whatever it was, it 

would distract her.  

For the next several minutes Olesya worked at jamming the 

edge of the wrench between the steel and the rubber and plying 

them apart, until it downed on her that the seal wouldn’t 

contract any more simply because it wasn’t in an unfolded state. 

On the contrary, it was crimped into its most compact pleats 

unlike the double-seals of carriage-to-carriage connection where 
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two of these contraptions formed a cell as opposed to one of 

them abutting a metal wall.  

She grunted, wedged the wrench into the gap one more time 

and leaned her whole weight on it. It poked through with 

surprising agility and opened at least half a foot. For a 

fraction of a second she saw two hoses, both black and hanging 

curved like two leeches sucking on the train’s juices, trailing 

from one car to another, then she swayed and lost her hold. Her 

shoulder rammed into the floor, and the pain from her fractured—

she thought it was only fractured—collarbone went through her 

like a hot iron spike. 

She cried out. The wrench tumbled from her hold and 

disappeared somewhere along the snowy railway. 

“Shit!” 

It took Olesya a minute to collect herself. 

“Okay. All right. I’m all right.” She wiped the sweat and 

the tears out of her eyes. “What now?” Her incredible plan to 

uncouple the cars as easily as it was done on toys collapsed 

with a spectacular bang. She had to somehow make it past the 

seal, press down on the lever she saw where the pipes attached, 

then find the coupling valve and pull both things apart, and 

then after that somehow release the buck-eye coupler, as her 

father called it, the hooking mechanism that held the two cars 

together. She assumed it was under her feet, underneath the 
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floor, and there was no way for her to get to it unless she 

squeezed past the seal outside and holding onto what she didn’t 

know hang in the freezing air, above the rushing ground, and 

perform this feat of acrobatic wonder. 

“No way I can do it,” she concluded. “Not with the 

fractured collarbone. Even without it I wouldn’t be able to.” 

Despair seared through her, and she issued a ragged sob. 

A shrill triumphant whistle ravished the air. Whatever 

TUBE’s final destination was, they came near it. There was a 

sense of urgency in the way it whistled, a long squealing salvo 

that was accompanied with the clattering toil of the wheels and 

the screeching and grinding grit of the bogies—a funeral march 

performed by mechanical concatenations. The thrill, the horror 

of it communicated to Olesya. Her hands shook. Breath scorched 

her lungs as if it was fire. 

“It can’t be,” she said, hugging herself and rubbing her 

arms. “It can’t just end like this. I could—” she staved off her 

words, in fear her father would lock the door. 

I could get inside the engine...and what? Break something 

there to make it stop? I don’t even know what to break. 

She shook her head, dismissing the idea. Helplessness 

draped her over with apathy. Whatever she held in her head 

seeped out and left an empty void, a readiness to die. Her arm 
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unfolded and fell into her lap. The tips of her fingers brushed 

a bulge there, and she bolted upright. 

“The toy...my toy train.” 

Her heart somersaulting, Olesya fished the little 

locomotive out of the pocket and flipped it around, studying its 

rear end. The miniature reservoir pipe, the break hose, the 

electrical jumper, and the coupling hook were worn with use but 

there. Without thinking twice, Olesya raised her good arm and 

whacked the back of it on the steel floor. 

The coupling hook crimped whiningly. At the same time the 

coupler underneath the floor jerked and crunched. The sleeping 

carriage bounced off the locomotive, opening a thin aperture all 

around the seal. A groan of pain emanated from the engine room, 

and Olesya jumped to her feet triumphantly, a paroxysm of 

euphoria taking hold of her, a feverish desire to bring this 

beast to its knees. 

“Did that hurt, papa?” She cried. “Did it?” 

A roaring echo answered her. The engine sputtered and 

coughed. 

Her heart cinched, but only for a moment. “I’m sorry I hurt 

you. I really am. Please, forgive me for doing what I must.” And 

she began pummeling the toy against the floor with measured 

repeated strikes. 



Anske / TUBE / 456 

Chapter 39. Goodbye, Papa 

“OOOOOWWW!!!” 

The howl that rose from the engine rattled Olesya’s bones. 

It permeated her skin, her tissues, it wrapped itself around her 

ribcage and crushed it and gripped her heart in a thousand 

fingers. It didn’t frighten her. Oddly, unexpectedly, it had an 

opposite effect. Every ache, every hurt, every unhealed sorrow 

she so diligently pushed down rose up at once, in a tide, and 

dunked her into a mad frenzy. She bashed and banged and smashed. 

Flecks of blue paint chipped and stuck to the floor that 

answered with a terrible tremor.  

It shook under her feet. It threatened to throw her off. 

“DON’T! DON’T HURT ME!” 

She paused, steeling herself, breathing hard, gripping onto 

the door handle. Her face, that sanguine dreaminess, that 

picture of innocent puerility that made people think she was 

sixteen instead of twenty one, became austere and grim. Tears 

carved out two clear lines in the film of sweat. She didn’t even 

lick them off, letting them drip, her eyes glimmering with 

exertion. She long seized feeling the pain in her shoulder. It 
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throbbed somewhere far away. It would hurt later, she knew, but 

later might never come, and this was her job now. 

Harsh gale whistled through the widening crack. 

Olesya clenched her jaw and raised her arm. 

“NOOO!! NO MORE!” The wail sounded so convincing, so 

pitiful, it staved Olesya for a moment, then she caught a hold 

of herself. Pictures helped. Pictures that flashed in the 

gallery of her inner eye, Larisa’s red coat, Yanchik’s cut off 

head, Inga’s red mouth open in a wide O before she made a sortie 

to the land from where no living return. Lida’s lacerated body. 

Worse of all was Alla Borisovna hung by her neck like some 

lowlife delinquent. 

“That’s right papa, cry. Go ahead and cry!” 

She smote the toy once more, and the coupler, made so well 

to endure abuse for years and years of child play, finally broke 

off and skittered into shadows. 

The carriage bumped and detached from the engine, then 

jerked. There was a foot of open space between the cars held 

together by three hoses and nothing more. They stretched taut, 

creaking. 

“NO MORE! IT HURTS!” 

“I know it does, papa. I know. I’m sorry.”  

“IT HUUUURTS SO MUCH! MERCY! HAVE MERCY!!!” The train’s 

grating voice fluctuated between human tonalities and a purely 
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mechanical tremolo, delivered in one steady pitch that ripped at 

Olesya’s ears. Her fingers unfolded and the toy slipped out of 

her hand, skirring across the steel plate and coming to a stop 

by the rim. 

“No!” Olesya lunged for it, landed on her stomach, and 

snatched it just as it was about to slip out of her grasp and 

plummet into the snowy rush below. She gazed at the railroad 

blurring past, and her frenzy fractured. Horror slid its clammy 

fingers around her throat, horror of agonizing death. The train 

was speeding fast enough to cream her if she tipped out, cream 

her into a bloody gruel, dress and all. 

She recoiled, pulling away from the gap. 

Something squeaked in the bogie. Chunked. Separated. The 

sleeper jolted. Olesya tumbled, the toy firmly squeezed in her 

hand. She turned it around to look at the back and saw one of 

the tiny pipes fall off just as one of the three hoses snapped 

loose. The sleeper sagged, rocking unsteadily. 

I have to make it to the engine. I have to. 

Without thinking, she stuck the toy between her teeth, 

clenching them hard. The tin surface crackled and bent, spilling 

an iron taste in her mouth. 

“OWWWW!!!” Responded the engine. 

As long as I keep it in pain, I’m okay. I’m okay. 
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She bit harder and, wincing at the deafening wail, steadied 

herself on the rocky platform, legs in boxer stance, arms 

stretched out to the sides. She leaned and grasped the handle of 

the door that danced in front of her through the shimmer of 

kicked up snow. It slid out of her numb fingers and she grunted, 

swiping at it again. 

Another hose broke off and the sleeper careened. Wheels 

squealed on the rails. There was a whiff of heated metal, then 

it vanished, smothered by the wind. The gap widened from one 

foot to three. Olesya windmilled both arms to stay upright. 

Thoughts burst through her mind in a wild gallop. 

I have to jump. I have to jump and grip the handle. I have 

to...I have to...jump. JUMP! 

Her body disobeyed. It grimly held on to the notion that it 

was safer to stay standing on swaying ground—but ground 

nonetheless—than pursue a narrow foothold at the bottom of the 

door, too narrow to provide stability. There were two metal 

handles below that, but they were hinged and it looked like they 

would pivot as soon as stepped on. The prospect was treacherous 

indeed. 

The carriage steadied. It was fastened to the train head by 

an electrical jumper only, the thickest of the three hoses. It 

should’ve detached already, but it got stuck in the socket, 

frozen solid into it. Olesya heard the crunch of the ice. A thin 
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trickle of saliva escaped her open mouth. She didn’t dare to 

wipe it. 

It’s now or never. 

She squeezed her eyes. Her skin went cold, and she thought 

she would faint right there and then. 

Another crunch. A squeak. 

Olesya opened her eyes and leapt across the chasm. 

What happened next took no more than a few seconds, 

although Olesya thought it took an hour, if not more. Every time 

she returned back to it later, she couldn’t compress it into a 

time chunk less than that. The very fabric of time stalled for 

her, forming snapshots in her head. The white of the snow. The 

grey of the mountains. The blue of the train. The red of her 

dress, fluttering in the wind. 

She watched herself depart from the sleeper and hover in a 

weightless plain beneath the moody sky, legs scissored out. 

Splits, I’m performing splits in mid-air. Grand jeté. 

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the jumper unplug from 

the socket. It twisted once, like a dying snake, and hung 

limply, fluttering in the wind. Olesya wanted to turn and look 

at the carriage. She couldn’t. She had to look ahead. Her hand 

painfully smacked into the handle. She clawed at it, and it 

suddenly turned down. Olesya shrieked, pedaling her feet. If not 

for years of ballet practice, she would slip and fall. Thanks to 
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Alla Borisovna’s relentless drive Olesya’s core muscles were in 

top shape. As the door flew open, she slammed her left hand over 

its edge, swung around it, using it as a dancing partner, and 

threw her legs inside, pressing down the soles of her ballet 

shoes for a better grip. It made her think of him, of her trust 

in his hold. 

Mitya. 

She let go of the door and, flexing her stomach muscles, 

doubled up at the waist and, catching some protruding pipe, 

flung herself around on her stomach, unfolding at the same time. 

Her chin connected with the floor and she bit down on the toy. 

The roof over her head crackled. The ceiling panel split 

and ripped under the pressure. A terrible yowl of suffering 

poured out from every surface and slammed into Olesya’s ears, 

into her lungs, her guts, shaking them.  

She felt it and didn’t. Splayed out like a flattened poppy 

that got plucked off its stem and discarded, she stared ahead, 

at the sleeper rolling away into the snow, down, down, down the 

incline TUBE has so laboriously climbed up. She saw a face in 

the door, a face pressed to it, its mouth open. 

Mitya. Mitya! 

The sleeper bounced and listed to the left, rounding a 

bend, before it disappeared out of sight. 

Olesya took the toy out of her mouth. 
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“Mitya!” 

It was a mistake. Once the pressure of her teeth was off, 

the engine door snapped shut in her face, and she plunged into 

impenetrable darkness. 
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Chapter 40. Can You Kill Me? 

Gripping the toy, Olesya rolled over to face whatever it was 

that moved in her direction. She could tell something advanced 

from the depths of the engine, something or someone. The clatter 

of the pumping pistons sent a frisson up her spine. Blackness 

pressed on her eyes. When she stretched out both hands in a 

gesture of truce, she couldn’t see them. Cold breath stole over 

her feet, and she jerked them out of the way. Blood pulsed in 

her head, masking the rhythm of footfalls.  

“Papa?” She didn’t say it, she squeaked it, her voice 

catching at the end. The way it sounded was wrong. It hushed, 

falling flat, swallowed by stuffiness. The air changed from 

chilly to warm and musty. 

Then she saw it. A faint glow. A dot, nothing more. 

What is it? What...how can it be this far away...where am 

I? Oh God. Where did you put me now? 

Olesya sucked in air, everything in her quivering. She 

badly wanted to relieve herself and only habit of holding it 

while practicing—Alla Borisovna permitted breaks only every 

couple hours—prevented her from doing it. 
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“Papa?” She repeated in the faltering voice. “Is that you?” 

Her words hushed in the softness. 

The glow ahead shimmered, bouncing lightly in tempo with 

the steps. And then she heard singing, feeble at first, growing 

louder, stronger. 

She pricked up her ears, not believing at first what she 

heard, and yet there was no mistaking it. It collided with a 

memory, and Olesya heard the words, crystal clear. 

“Happy birthday to you, 

“Happy birthday to you...” 

Over the dancing luminescence hung a face, her father’s 

face, smiling, the creases running from the corners of his eyes 

to his temples, so loveable, so excruciatingly familiar. 

She was back to being ten, watching with wide excited eyes 

ten candles flicker over the cake, sharlotka, her favorite, the 

Russian apple cake decorated with glazed apple slices and 

sprinkled with sugar powder. Homemade by her grandmother for the 

occasion. Ten. She was turning ten. She was a big girl now. 

“Happy birthday, dear Olesya... 

“Happy birthday to you.” 

The cake stopped in front of her. It was exactly as she 

remembered it, moist, spongy, made just right. The fragrant 

sweetness of this freshly baked wonder tickled her nostrils, and 

she forgot herself, her eyes on the cake, counting the candles, 
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counting to make sure there were ten of them. Exactly. It had to 

be exactly ten. And she had to blow them out, all of them, at 

once, for her wish to come true. 

“Can I do it now, papa?” She asked.   

“Of course you can. Don’t forget to make a wish. Blow hard, 

to make them all go out at once, or your wish won’t come true.” 

“I will.” 

She puffed out her cheeks. 

Her father smiled, his face so close to hers, she could see 

the individual hairs of his always neat coiffure, the shadow of 

his one-day stubble.  

He never let it grow for longer than a day, plugging his 

mechanical razor every morning before breakfast into the socket 

on the kitchen wall, right beneath the mirror. While Olesya’s 

mother filled the kettle with water and placed it on the gas 

stove, while she set the table, while she ladled creamy oatmeal 

into deep round dishes with a golden rim, while she brushed her 

hands on the apron after she was done and hung it on the plastic 

hook by the sink, he massaged his cheeks with pedantic 

regularity, first the left, then the right, then the chin. The 

razor purred, and the circular motion made his jowls bunch up 

and ripple. 



Anske / TUBE / 466 

“You’ll shave the skin off your face like that, Nikolay 

Vasilievich.” Her mother would say jokingly, calling him by his 

full name to mock his zeal. 

“Well, you’ll have to stitch it back on me, won’t you?” 

he’d say through clenched teeth, his jaw stuck out awkwardly to 

aid the churning blades. 

She’d give him a look.  

They both knew that her mother never darned a single sock, 

let alone fix a button or knit a hat. It was Olesya’s 

grandmother’s job, and her father contributed to it too, his 

nimble fingers as good at drafting and fixing things as at 

anything he put his hands to. He’d glance at her mother and 

shrug, defeated, flip the switch and pull the plug. It was that 

old ivory color, attached to a coil of wire so it contracted and 

folded neatly into its case. 

“I’m done, I’m done. See? Not a hair on the floor.” 

She’d scrutinize it long after he’d be gone to the bathroom 

to clean the razor and lather his skin with eau de cologne. 

“There is nothing, mama. I looked.” Olesya would always try 

to save him from her mother’s cold teacherly stare.  

“Eat,” she’d answer without looking. “You’ll be late for 

school.” 

They didn’t have many celebrations, not after Tanechka 

died, and have decided to make Olesya’s tenth birthday special. 
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I wish to dance ballet on the Bolshoi stage. 

Olesya blew out her cheeks, making sure to direct the 

stream of air evenly over every flame. They winked out one by 

one, and the light went on. It came from their old lamp hanging 

over the dinner table that has been pulled out of its corner for 

the occasion. There sat her father and her mother, both smiling. 

Olesya stomped her feet in excitement. “Did you see? Did 

you see? I blew them all out! All of them! My wish will come 

true!” 

“Don’t tell us, you don’t want to spoil it.” Said her 

mother. 

“Good job!” Said her father. “Look at you. Ten. You’re such 

a big girl. My girl, my dear girl. Here, hold out your plate for 

the cake.” 

Olesya didn’t think twice. She put the toy train on the 

table and lifted the plate, her eyes on the knife that sunk into 

the plump delicious goodness, when her father’s face distorted. 

He thrust out a hand, aiming for the toy, but in his haste, 

instead of grabbing it, he knocked it off the table. 

Olesya jumped, horrified. 

“Don’t touch it! It’s mine!” 

He opened his mouth and screamed, his head bulging, 

inflating. The light bulb in the lamp shattered, and in the 

dimness Olesya dove under the table, feeling around for the tiny 
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shape. She bumped her knuckled into the table leg, and there it 

was, lying on its side. She snatched it just as her father’s 

hand brushed hers. 

Circles spun in front of her eyes. Gasping, Olesya pulled 

herself upright, and froze. 

The table was gone. Everything was gone. She was in an 

empty luggage carriage. Cold light trickled in through the 

gaping door, and in the middle of it her father stood, holding 

her mother by the hair, the cake knife at her throat. 

“Give it to me, or I will kill her.” He jerked her head, 

and she moaned, her eyes rolling up to the whites. 

“This is not real, you’re not real,” muttered Olesya. 

“I said, give me back my toy!” 

She shook her head no, paralyzed. 

“Stubborn! Stubborn like a mule! Look what you make me do!” 

And he sliced her mother’s throat open. Hot blood gushed out. It 

came at Olesya in a ruddy jet, splattering her face with warm 

drizzle, drenching her dress. Olesya closed her eyes for a 

moment. She had to, to detach herself from this horror, to find 

a shred of calm, otherwise she knew she wouldn’t survive. 

It’s not real, it’s not real. None of this is. He’s making 

me think it is, but it isn’t. My mother is alive in Moscow, and 

he is dead. He’s been dead for eleven years, and this is not 

him. This is not my father. 
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Her eyes flew open.  

He stood in front of her, grinning, hands outstretched for 

the toy. They were in their Moscow apartment, by his working 

desk. It seemed so peaceful, so familiar. “We have no time for 

another game right now, Olesya. I need to drop you off for 

ballet practice, remember? Come on, hand it over. Let’s not make 

your teacher wait.” 

“You’re not my father,” said Olesya quietly. 

He frowned, puzzled. “What did you say?” 

“I said, you are not my father!” 

And she spun on her heels and ran, ran out of the room, 

through the hall, and out the front door, knowing that she 

wouldn’t make it outside, that it would lead her somewhere else 

entirely, but having no choice, no other choice.  

She pressed the toy to the doorjamb and slammed the door 

against it. 

There was a tinny crunch. 

Then there was a terrible scream. 

And then the floor lurched out from under Olesya’s feet. 
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Chapter 41. Derailment 

The body of the toy was dented in the middle. It looked crooked, 

no longer straight. The top part of the tin-wall with 

meticulously cutout windows was ripped from the sloping roof and 

bent inward. The tiny glass pieces were gone, and the headlamp 

bulb was smashed. Both chassis were intact and still attached to 

the bottom platform, but because the platform itself had been 

disfigured the alignment of the wheels was lost. The perfection, 

the straightness, the trueness of the wheel-rail dancing tandem 

was obliterated. 

That much Olesya saw in the slanting shaft of light that 

percolated through the rip in the roof. What roof it was, she 

couldn’t tell. She could tell it was above her, although she 

couldn’t feel her feet touching anything. They were suspended in 

mid-air. She was suspended in mid-air.  

What she saw was a slice, a thin sliver of time put on 

pause.  

I’m falling. And it’s falling with me. 

Olesya thought it peculiar that she could glimpse her 

surroundings in such extraordinary detail, as if she was gazing 

around for hours, inspecting every shade of color, every shadow, 
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every particle of every object. Curvy, plump, steaming. Pipes, 

cisterns, long tanks full of sloshing liquid, hissing cranks, 

groaning levers. There were displays behind glass with black 

numbers decaled over sweaty plastic. Black, and then red. Red 

needle pushing the upper “emergency” section, dancing her little 

frantic ballet. 

I’m in the engine, in the engine compartment, and it’s 

failing. The driving mechanism, whatever all those parts are. 

They’re damaged and it’s— 

A vicious blare, a blow of compressed air pushed through 

the horn with tremendous urgency, signaled the end of this 

bizarre intermission. All at once the world sprung into sharp 

focus, knocking Olesya out of her trance.  

She heard the metallic chink as the toy dropped on a steel 

plate. She heard the groan of metal and the scrape of the wheels 

against the rails, and the struggle of the engine, the cough, 

the clatter, the burble of two voices overlapping each other, 

the mechanical one, the human one. Her father’s voice, moaning, 

spluttering. And just before she hit the floor, hit it hard with 

her bad shoulder, she heard the most disturbing sound that made 

her shudder. 

Blatting. 

Someone blatted. A child. A little boy. It came in 

irregular gushes, heart-wrenching, gulping, hiccupping. 
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Searing pain shot through Olesya on impact, cooking her 

brain in agony. She cried out, voiding herself. Warm wetness 

trickled down her thighs, sluicing their marmoreal coldness with 

this unexpected comfort. Her head connected with the grated 

steel and she sensed a change in space. The gravity seized 

working properly. It flipped up and sideways, and Olesya slid 

and bumped into a rank of spiny tanks. 

With a shriek of torment, of insufferable misery and agony, 

the locomotive derailed. It tipped, hung at half the right angle 

arrested by the miracle of balance, before momentum and 

propulsion took over and shoved it to the ground. 

There was a terrific thud. 

A shock went through the car. It rocked a moment, dragging 

along the rocky ground, scraping it, creaking, and finally 

coming to a standstill.  

Dust and grime and snow rained on Olesya. Wedged in between 

two tanks, gripping onto a pipe, she waited a beat, her heart 

threatening to explode in her mouth. 

It stopped. It’s over. I’m okay, I’m okay...I’m alive. 

And then Olesya saw him. 

The little boy. 

He sat a few feet away from her on the abraded surface of 

the motor—it vibrated underneath him, struggling to work—and 

cried. Grey streams of light pouring through the mangled window-
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holes illuminated his tear-stricken face, his hazel hair that 

fell in soft waves. He was dressed in a dirty button-up shirt 

and shorts with suspenders. He seemed to have recently taken a 

good tumble. His skinny legs quivered, one knee scraped raw. 

Dark rivulets of blood trickled down his shin and stained a 

white kneesock that slid down to his ankle. On his feet were red 

lace-up booties.  

He saw Olesya stare at him and stretched out a trembling 

finger, pointing. 

“Look,” he said, sniffling. 

Big globules of water rolled out of his eyes. 

Olesya followed his finger. 

To her right, wheels up and spinning, sat a tricycle. Its 

frame was bent. It seemed to have crashed into something. 

“It broke.” Sobbed the boy. “My new bike broke.” He 

could’ve been no more than four years old, and with a jolt 

Olesya recognized her own face in his, like a reflection in a 

mirror.  

The liquid in the tank underneath her rumbled and churned. 

A sharp smell of gas shot up her nostrils. Her instincts cried 

out to move, to get out of the wreckage, but she couldn’t, 

wouldn’t, chained to the image in front of her. 

All caution left her. She forgot what she shouted in the 

face of the monster that was her dead father a few minutes ago. 
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Her logic experienced a permutation. It shifted from the need to 

survive to a budding motherly urge unknown to her. It rooted 

itself firmly under her heart, waiting to shoot out and blossom, 

and it chose the wrong time to do so. Smitten, pity clouding her 

mind, she felt the corners of her eyes itch. 

“Kolya?” She asked. “Is your name Kolya?” 

The boy nodded. “Kolya Kruglov. I live on Ostozhenka 

street, house forty-eight, first floor, flat two.” He gibbered 

it out in one breath. Then his face crumpled. “It hurts,” and he 

started wailing, one hand on the bleeding knee. “I want my 

mama...” The rest got swallowed between his blubbering lips. 

Ostozhenka street. Where papa grew up. 

Olesya couldn’t help herself and reached out. 

What are you doing? Don’t touch him! That annoying voice 

inside her surfaced. She forcefully hushed it. Shush. I can’t 

leave a boy alone out here, in the middle of nowhere, in the 

winter...he’s just a boy. He is harmless. I’ll just help him out 

of here, that’s all. 

He’s not a boy! How did he get here? Think about it! You’re 

mad! Don’t do it! No! 

Olesya crawled up to the child. Wincing at her throbbing 

shoulder, she smoothed the hair out of his teary face, and he 

looked up to her with such trust in his eyes, big round eyes the 

color of tawny brown, so similar in color to her own. 
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“Will you take me to mama?” He asked. 

“Of course I will. Here, hold my hand.”  

And he did. And he squeezed it. And he cackled. His head 

tipped back at a nasty angle and a roar of deafening magnitude 

erupted from his throat. Olesya tried to jerk it out of his 

hold. Too late. A metal pipe twisted crookedly around her wrist 

and pinned her to the hot cylinder.  

In the back of the engine compartment frail tongues of 

flame shot out of severed pipes, followed by black smoke. The 

engine began smoldering, filling the air with acrid stink. 

“Oh God. Please, not this. Anything but not this, papa. No. 

I can’t do this. Don’t do this to me...let me go!” 

The boy, so sweet, so innocent, uncurled out his plump 

little hands and with a burst of guttural laughter circled them 

around Olesya’s throat, squeezing. 

She sucked on air, her eyes bulging, her fingers clawing at 

the boy’s arms. They solidified into hoses, hot rubber hoses 

that smelled of burning rubber. 

It’s your own fault. You shouldn’t have touched him. 

Olesya grunted.  

The boy was upon her, choking her, cutting off her air. Her 

mind reeled and the air wrapped itself up into a muddy haze. 

Olesya felt faint. Her arms, outstretched, her hands, tapping 

around for anything to grab, anything to weald as a weapon. Her 
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fingers were a mere foot away from the toy locomotive that 

rested in a groove of a lever base. She couldn’t see it, had no 

way of seeing it, no way of knowing she was so close to it. But 

she flicked the lever accidentally, and that was enough. 

It shifted downward, and the toy shot down, into the 

smoldering darkness that licked the engine with flaming tongues.  

The boy’s hold slackened. He stared at Olesya, then his jaw 

dropped open, and he screamed. The skin on his face scorched and 

peeled off in dark shriveled flaps. He let go of her throat and 

clapped his hands on his cheeks, stretching his mouth down into 

a hideous O.  

Gasping for air, her eyes streaming, Olesya backed off from 

him, watching the changes with horror. Her hand slipped and she 

slid into a notch between two tanks. It was filled with a puddle 

of something warm, something pulsing. 

Blood! 

And yet she couldn’t look down. The very walls of the 

engine warped and undulated and folded. The air shimmered into 

an open plain. Two railroad tracks ran across it. Succulent 

grasses whispered in the wind. And along the tracks rolled a 

handcar, one of those pump trolleys you operated by hand. It had 

a seesaw beam that you had to push up and down to make the thing 

move. Two boys sat on it, their legs dangling, one of them 

chewing a hunk of bread. The third boy, tall and scrawny, with a 
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choke of hazel hair, stood at the handle and worked it, a big 

grin creasing the lower part of his face. He was tan, and his 

white teeth shone like a strip of white satin over velvet. 

“Hey there! Get out of the way!” He called. 

Olesya pulled herself up and collapsed with a cry. Her 

broken collarbone poked into the muscle, and the nerves 

screamed, making her shake and break out in sweat. 

“Out of the way! Get away from there! I can’t stop!” The 

boy’s face contorted in terror. He was eleven or twelve, in 

hitched up pants and without a shirt. The other two boys stood, 

one of them brushing the crumbs off his shorts. 

“Stop, Kolya! Push on the break!” 

“I don’t know where it is,” wailed Kolya, frantically 

searching around.  

“Watch out!” 

Olesya stared at the closing trolley and gritted her teeth. 

“This is not real.” She took a gulp of air, and continued. 

“You’re not real. Get out of my head. Out! Get out! You’re not 

my father!” 

Suddenly Kolya gave up on his search for a break and began 

to pump in earnest, sweat glistening on his naked chest, his 

eyes two shards of fire that scorched Olesya to embers. “I will 

run you over,” he warned, “I will run you over, Olesya, and you 
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will die!” He laughed at that, and the two boys joined in, 

holding onto their stomachs and bending over. 

The trolley lumbered at Olesya with an alarming speed.  

Ten feet between them. Seven.  

Five, four, three. 

Olesya screamed. 

“YOU ARE DEAD!” 

Her legs were sitting on the rails. By the look of it the 

handcar weighed at least five hundred pounds. She didn’t want to 

think what it would do to her bones once it rolled over her. She 

gritted her teeth and rolled out of the way, sliding down the 

gravel of the embankment. The hair on the back of her head 

stirred as the pump car trundled past. 

And then the space contracted again, licked off by 

shimmering flames, and Olesya was in a gloomy study by a desk. 

It wasn’t a place she’d been before, and it reminded her of a 

shabby dorm room. In the corner of it stood a desk littered with 

tracing paper and ink pens, and on it rested a head of a young 

man, asleep. As soon as her gaze fell on him, he woke, sprung 

up, and shouted in her face, “How many times did I tell you to 

not bother me when I’m studying?” He snatched a pen and jabbed 

it between her ribs. 

Olesya gasped, looking down at the pen sticking out just 

below her left breast, then up at the man who has turned to grab 
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more pens and was wheeling around on his heels, with a clear 

intent to dibble her with them. 

“You can’t do this to me! You’re dead!” Olesya staggered 

back. There was movement behind her. She flicked her head over 

her shoulder. 

It seemed like her young father got visited by his college 

friends. They crowded in the door, taking off their hats and 

jackets, their backs turned to her. Then the first of them spun 

around, and the second, and Olesya’s heart stopped in her chest. 

They were dead ballet dancers, and they were advancing, 

lead by Alla Borisovna.  

She raised an admonitory finger and flung it at Olesya. 

“You’re late again. You will be punished for this. You know 

that, don’t you?” 

Olesya darted away from them, into the shadow behind the 

wardrobe, squeezing behind it, and then she was in a narrow 

corridor of the carriage. The lights were turned off, and 

freezing wind rushed through it. Every compartment door was 

locked. Outside she heard wolves howling. It was night, and she 

could barely see where she was going.  

“Stop it. Stop it!” She made a step and lurched forward, 

loosing her footing, slipping on something. Hair, piles and 

piles of cut off hair, and fresh snow. Olesya yelped and ran, 
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simply to run, run away somewhere where this nightmare didn’t 

exist. She held out her arms, feeling blindly ahead of her. 

The space changed around her, flickered.  

One second she was in the park with her father holding her 

hand, another she watched Tanechka scream at the tracks, yet 

another her feet slipped on the convex roof, wind ripping off 

her tutu. And in between this she saw her father ripping into 

her memories, ravishing them, riding through them on this 

tricycle, on the handcar, on the first Soviet train he was 

allowed to drive as a test. He aimed at her, she escaped, 

dodging, ducking, until she smashed into a soft throbbing 

membrane that was scorching hot. 

Olesya tore her hands away with a cry. 

The illusory deception caved in, sagging at the edges like 

old peeling wallpaper. Its edges blacked and curled, consumed by 

fire. It leapt up in unquenchable cheeriness, hissing and 

crackling and pluming black rivulets into the air. 

Olesya covered her mouth and coughed. 

She was sitting at the back of the engine compartment, on 

top of the overturned motor, and it was burning. 
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Chapter 42. Fire 

Hawking up phlegm and spitting it out with revulsion, Olesya 

crept over the tanks. She intended to open the door and crawl 

through the next compartment to make her way out the back. If it 

was jammed, she thought she could try reaching up and climbing 

out of the window, although she wasn’t sure how she’d do it with 

the pain in her shoulder. And her hands were bound to get cut on 

the shards of glass that rimmed empty weatherstrip in 

coruscating diamonds. 

“You’re leaving me,” said a voice behind her. “Just like 

that. Leaving your old broken papa to die.” 

A hair-raising shiver swept Olesya from heels to nape. 

Blood rushed out of her limbs and funneled to her gut where it 

froze in a block of ice. Slowly, breathlessly, she turned 

around. 

Her father stood at the opposite end of the carriage, 

dressed as he was dressed that day he left and never returned, 

in his best navy suit, warm leather boots, a sheepskin coat, and 

his favorite fur hat, the hat that would cost him his life. His 

image shimmered in the rising heat, but it was so strong, so 
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real, like time itself had warped at the edges and pedaled back 

some eleven years. 

“You always wanted me to come back.” He took a step, 

stretching our both arms the way he did when he wanted to sweep 

her into a hug. “Well, I came back. For you.” 

Olesya’s face contorted with piercing pain. She sucked in a 

strangled sob. Disparate strands of grief bound her like ropes. 

“I missed you,” she said. “I missed you so much.” She 

stretched out a hand and burst into tears. 

He took another step. “You wanted me to see you dance 

Serenade. I have arranged it so I could see it, and I saw it, 

Olesya. I saw it, my dear girl.” He smiled his kindly smile, the 

one that lit up his eyes. “It was magnificent. I think you are a 

very talented dancer.” There was pride in his voice, so much 

pride. 

Olesya’s chin trembled, and she wept, openly, freely. 

“Thank you,” she choked out between sharp intakes of breath, 

“I’m...so happy...you liked it. So happy...” She wiped her face, 

glancing around for a weapon, anything. A broken pipe, a shard 

of glass, and this made her cry harder. She shook like a leaf 

blown by the wind, knowing what she had to do, and putting it 

off, putting it off for as long as she could. 
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Her father advanced. He was within reach now, and Olesya 

could see through him. He was the train’s last effort to conjure 

up a way for her to stay, to go up in flames and perish with it. 

“You’re good, Olesya.” He said. “Very good. Don’t you quit, 

don’t you ever quit.” 

She shook her head, her face scrunched up, a hand over her 

mouth, water dripping from her chin. Dripping. 

“I’ll never quit, papa. I promise.” 

Oh, how she wanted to fall into his arms, to press her face 

to his shirt, his checkered shirt that smelled like freshly 

ironed cotton and, faintly, like his after-shave cologne. He 

would wrap his arms around her and rock her, and whisper silly 

nothings that would sound so comforting. And he’d tell her a 

joke or two, and she’d nuzzle into his chest and snort with 

laughter. And he’d pat her on the head, and kiss the crown of 

it, and tell her he loved her. 

Her yearning became a wish, then a desire, then an 

overwhelming urge that made her lean over. Heat scalded her 

face, and she recoiled, momentarily sober. 

The thing in front of her was not her father, it was a 

mirage. A very believable mirage, but a mirage nonetheless. And 

she understood, understood what she had to let go.  

I have to leave you. I have to accept your death, accept it 

that you’re never coming back. Never. 
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“I have to leave you,” she repeated quietly. 

Her father stretched out a transparent hand and flapped it 

dismissively. “You want me die? Is that what you want? After 

everything I’ve done for you?” He swept his arm around, 

indicating the train, the journey, the performance, the events 

that have transpired since the moment Olesya stepped onboard. 

“How can you be so heartless? So cruel?” 

“But...” Olesya searched for words, momentarily stumped. 

“You’re already dead, papa...” 

He sneered unpleasantly. “I came alive, for you. Are you 

going to kill me a second time?” 

Something clanged and the tanks under Olesya’s feet sagged. 

She windmilled her arms for balance. All at once the fire 

intensified, greedily consuming the spilling oil below. A stink 

of burning petroleum wafted up. The heat suddenly warbled in a 

roar, shooting up a pillar of orange and singing the hairs on 

Olesya’s arms. 

The image of her father wavered, and his face deformed, 

acquiring a shade of cherise color as if it auto-excoriated, two 

eye sockets gaping above the peeled muscle, ruddy lines of lips 

cradling a toothless mouth. It danced against the background of 

paint curling up and twisting into sooty corkscrews before 

floating off, against the blistering pustules on the walls that 
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burst into black smoke, against the billowing fire that 

slithered closer and closer to Olesya.  

She took a step back and the floor sagged further, sending 

up sparks, making her stumble. The heat from below baked her 

feet. Every inhale cauterized her lungs like liquid lava. 

“No,” she said, shaking her head, “it’s not you, it’s not 

you, papa...it’s not—” 

“THEN WHO AM I???” The thing screamed in Olesya’s face, 

wrapping her in a heat wave so strong, her eyes watered and her 

cheeks felt pressed to a red-hot stove. Rage flooder her, long 

held-back fury and rage, and she screamed back. 

“I don’t know who you are, but you’re not my father! My 

father is dead! DEAD!” Her eyes fell on the nearest rod 

protruding from a cistern at a bent angle. She grasped it and 

immediately let go with a cry. It was scorching hot and it 

burned her palm. There would be blisters on it later. Now it 

didn’t matter. What mattered was the transformation of the 

reasonless senseless beast in front of her. It no longer 

pretended. It showed her its real face. And it was scary. It was 

the face of a man trapped in a machine. It had all the features 

of late Nikolay Vasilievich, and yet it merged with those of the 

locomotive, a pulsing mechanical brain of a motor wrapped in a 

steel scull padded with fake leather, with all appropriate 

holes, for eye sockets, for the nostrils, for the mouth, even 
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for ears. It absorbed him somehow, it became him, and he became 

it. There was no difference between them any longer. 

Olesya backed off into a spot of light. She stood directly 

under the window opening, grey light and snow falling on her 

from above. He glanced up and saw an elongated piece of glass 

stuck in the frame, the perfect knife shape. She reached up and 

pulled on it. It went out easily, jutting one sharp corner into 

her palm. Blood spurted out of the cut. Olesya gritted her teeth 

and turned herself off, sending the pain far away, her eyes on 

the advancing creature. 

“Come,” she beckoned. “Come closer. We are going to dance. 

Together. Wouldn’t that be great? We’ve never done it before, 

papa, have we? It will be our first dance together, and our 

last. What do you say? Will you be my partner?” She reached for 

the rim with her other hand, clenching it, bending her legs for 

a jump. 

Two pipe-arms shot out of the thing and circled themselves 

around her ankles, yanking her down. “You’re not going 

anywhere,” it croaked, “you’re staying here, with me.” It 

bristled, hissing, its strength fading, oozing out of it, 

feeding the fire. It felt it, and Olesya felt it too, and in its 

horrid eyes she saw fear and hatred, hatred for her, for the 

living breathing flower of a girl, budding, blooming, while it 

had to disintegrate, to cease to exist. To die. 
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“Oh, but I am,” said Olesya, gripping the glass harder. “I 

am going places. It’s you who’s staying here, here in the 

mountains where you will burn to the ground until there nothing 

left of you but black ash and dust.” She drew back her arm and, 

aiming for the neck, slashed at it the way she would whip her 

arm gracefully when performing onstage, with accuracy and 

precision of a seasoned dancer. It stuck true, and the thing 

howled in agony, letting go of her ankles and clasping its head. 

Olesya used the moment and, the shard still in her hand, 

thrust both arms out, hooked elbows on the rim, and jumped, 

pulling herself half-way out, scrambling, crawling on all fours 

before standing. Freezing wind abraded her sweaty skin and cut 

her lungs so she had to bend over and gasp, sucking in gulps of 

fresh mountain air. 

Behind her metal sheeting tore. 

She wheeled around. 

There it stood in the billowing smoke, gazing at her, the 

depiction of her father hung on a frame of pipes and hoses and 

levers that moved forward like a virulent concatenation on legs. 

There was little resemblance now, yet it was there, and Olesya 

threw the glass shard away, knowing it was useless against this 

orderless tangle. She had to do it by hand. 

“Will you dance with me? Remember, like I danced with Mitya 

on your roof?” She stretched out a welcoming hand, a strange 
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conviction powering her every movement, pushing her wordless 

terror down into the pit of her stomach where it curled into a 

ball, trembling. 

The pipes staggered forward, the eyes rotated questioningly 

in their sockets. “You want to dance with me?” There was genuine 

surprise in its mechanical voice, it was almost touching, and 

Olesya had to grind her teeth in order not to react. She forced 

a smile and said, “Yes. I would love to. One last dance, before 

we go up in smoke. Would you like that?” Something must have 

given her away, because the monster’s countenance darkened.  

“You lie!” It screeched, and rushed at her. 

Olesya met it with outstretched arms, hands balled in 

fists. She had never been in a fight in her life, and so she did 

the only thing she knew how to do. 

She danced ballet. 

A mess of hot metal and rubber slammed into her and knocked 

her off her feet, but not before she plunged both arms into the 

guts of the thing, curled her fingers around wires and rods the 

way she curled them around Mitya’s fingers, and flung them 

apart. 

Bras pas to fifth position. Bras en couronne! 

A sharp squeal punched her in the ear. She let go and 

squirmed from under the screaming rubble. 
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She was on her feet in a flash, beckoning the thing to get 

up. “Come on, don’t make me wait. We will lose the music tempo.” 

She started humming Tchaikovsky, and it gave her another surge 

of energy, the kind that pumped through her veins at every 

performance. 

“How about we do a pas de deux?” 

The wreckage at her feet collected itself and rushed at her 

with a groan, fumes of smoke leaking out of it with every 

shambling stride, bright red petals of fire engulfing it and the 

back of the engine, crackling, roaring to the sky.  

A gust of wind fluttered up Olesya’s dress. It smelled of 

burning plastic and hot metal. Her hair whipping her face, 

Olesya glanced at the ground, a narrow gorge carved between two 

looming crags, its bottom a sludge of melting snow sprinkled 

with ash and dotted here and there with sharp protruding rocks. 

If I jump, I will most likely break one leg, or both. And 

even if I won’t, I will freeze to death within an hour.  

The thought rushed through her head and got interrupted by 

the wail of TUBE. It wasn’t the semblance of something human in 

front of her that wailed, it was the entire locomotive. Its guts 

were swallowed by flames, it was burning in earnest, and it knew 

that it was being incinerated from inside out. 

Olesya staggered on the tilting floor, staring in horror, 

reeling from vertigo and a sense of obfuscation. Her mind spun. 
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Dark dots cantered in front of her eyes. Whatever strength he 

had left her in a whoosh of breath. She was close to fainting. 

“I don’t want to die!” Cried the thing in her face. “I 

DON’T WANT TO DIE!”  

And then it started peeling off layers. It was her father 

no longer, it became Alla Borisovna, then Masha, then Pushkin, 

going back in order it killed the dancers. With each layer it 

shrunk, dropping off parts, just as steel plates and partitions 

that made up the locomotive disintegrated in the heat under 

Olesya’s feet. Finally it became Tanechka. 

“No...no...” Olesya shielded her face from the heat, 

feeling with her foot behind her, misstepping and sitting down 

so hard, her jaws clenched and she bit her tongue. 

“Please! Help me!” Tanechka shriveled and shortened into a 

little boy, that same boy that looked like a haggard metal frame 

wrapped in disintegrating leather. He stretched his arms out to 

Olesya and wheedled, “Mama, I’m scared. I’m so scared. Mama!” 

And that was when something exploded underneath and threw 

Olesya off the locomotive and onto the ground. Her head 

connected with a corner of a stone. She saw a bright tunnel of 

white light. It rushed at her, enveloped her, and winked out 

into darkness. 



Anske / TUBE / 491 

Chapter 43. Over The Chasm 

Olesya came to minutes later, not knowing who or where she was. 

The first thing she registered was the body of air, lots and 

lots of empty air congealed into an ocean of frigidity that 

pooled below, below the chasm by which she sat. It was shrouded 

in bluish haze. One day a bridge led over it, then it collapsed. 

Perhaps the beams had rotted, perhaps something else had 

happened. Shanks of it protruded from both sides. The leftover 

rails hung suspended like bones stripped of flesh.   

Everything came back to Olesya in a rush.  

She gripped the stones, wincing, needles of pain tingling 

her legs. Her vision swam and for a second she had to close her 

eyes. A wave of nausea rose from her stomach. She drew a deep 

breath, looked up, and there it was, laying on its side, 

smoldering in a cloud of grey smoke, a great comedo, a possessed 

monolith on wheels no longer. Sad and charred and hollow and— 

“Dead,” said Olesya. “It’s dead. It’s finally dead.”  

She knew it, felt it. Said it aloud to believe it. There 

was no stirring of life coming from the machine. Its ten glassy 

eyes, some shattered, stared dully into nothing. Its blue paint 

has turned muddy grey from the heat, the red stripe at the 
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bottom all but invisible. Its head was pointed at her at a 

diagonal, the wheels curled like claws of a predator that never 

got to kill its prey, stricken by lightning, forever preserved 

in its last snarl. 

A violent shiver passed Olesya. She pulled herself up, 

moaning quietly.  

“I have to go see it, I have to...to make sure. To make 

sure it’s really gone.” 

Her feet slipped on the frosted rocks and she fell to her 

knees a couple times, scraping them in the process, but the need 

to ascertain that her dead father reincarnated as a train had at 

last departed propelled her forward. She crossed the railway and 

cautiously crept to the cauterized complexity of wheels, 

springs, and plates of charred metal.  

The locomotive lay motionless, still smoldering and giving 

off heat that felt pleasantly warm. Unconsciously, Olesya 

stretched out her arms the way she did to the fire at the summer 

camp where she went every year until her ballet practice took 

over. “The Railway Club” it was called, established by her 

father’s work, Ministry of Railways, where all employee children 

were sent, along with those outsiders who could afford it. 

She came to its exposed belly, blackened by dirt and soot. 

It towered over her, a reticulation of wires, hoses, metal parts 

she didn’t know the names for. The chassis looked at her with 
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its four iron wheels tilted sideways. Olesya nudged one with the 

tip of her shoe. It slowly revolved and stopped, arrested by a 

screech of rust. It needed to be oiled. It had been running 

without proper maintenance for too long, and now it was too 

late. It would never ring its song upon the rails again.  

Olesya waited, having a feeling that any moment this pile 

of metal would come alive, would speak. 

It didn’t. 

She climbed over the boulders, traversing around it, her 

feet getting stuck, her fingers red and numb. Several times she 

wanted to give up, dizzy from fatigue. She closed her eyes and 

waited, and when the spinning sensation subsided, stubbornly 

continued on her treacherous path. 

“You’re here somewhere, aren’t you, papa? You’re still 

here.” Plumes broke through her lips, and she stopped to warm 

herself up in the stinky smoke that made her bend over and 

cough. “Are you really gone?” Her words fell dead in the 

pressing silence. The abandoned railroad cut through the 

mountains, and there weren’t any settlements present within 

miles. Olesya could hear the pinging noises of the hot metal 

cooling, the hiss of the gases, the crunch of her steps. And 

nothing else. 

It was deathly quiet. 
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She sighed and made to move again, to complete the circle, 

when her eyes fell on a small scorched lump. It sat on a patch 

of ice. 

“My toy,” Olesya picked it up, and on her touch chips of 

blistered paint fluttered to the ground like ebony flower 

petals, coming to rest on glistening white. Olesya turned it 

over, smudging her fingers. It was scorched black, bent and 

twisted, but intact. She blew on it, wiping the soot off the 

side. 

“TUBE,” she read. The logo discolored, barely visible. 

She put it in her pocket and looked up, a sudden weight of 

despair crushing her. She was standing alone in the middle of 

nowhere, in the mountains, next to an overturned locomotive, 

without winter clothes or food to keep her warm and alive. 

Olesya scooped a handful of snow and chewed on it, tears rolling 

down her face, a hollow feeling spreading through her gut. 

There was an absence, a void she couldn’t replace. 

Every train ride she took flashed through her mind. The 

tramcars from school to ballet classes and back. The Metro 

subway to the railway station from where she and her mother took 

a train to Saint Petersburg to see her grandmother, the 

interurban train to get to the summer camp, the park train ride 

after her father calmed down and let her— 
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“No,” she said, thinking out loud. “I didn’t feel it back 

then, but I did...I always felt...watched. That’s what it was. 

Watched. Someone was watching me.” 

Her mouth slowly opened, lax. She raised her head, eyes 

glassy, looking into nothing, walking down her memories, 

touching them. “Someone was always behind my back, on every 

train ride...but when I turned, there was nobody there. Was 

it...possible. Could it be?” She bit on her lip, hugging 

herself. “Was that papa? Was he always following me, to make 

sure I wouldn’t get run over by a train? Like Tanechka? So it 

wouldn’t happen to me? But then why would he torture me so? Did 

he...was it because he waited to see me dance Serenade? Did he 

get impatient that it took so long?”  

There was no one to answer her questions. A sharp spike 

pierced her head from temple to temple, and she winced, cradling 

her head. Her nose was running, her ears buzzed, and she no 

longer felt her feet. Tears gushed down her face in a flood.  

“I will die, I will die here,” she sobbed. “Mitya, I hope 

you survived. I hope you did. Maybe they’ll find you and you 

will lead them to me, and maybe, if I’m still breathing by the 

time you get here—” Utter terror of having to part with life 

squeezed her like a wet sponge. Her whole face folded, and she 

wailed, trying to stop the tears and unable to. 
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Her hiccupping cries fell flat on the indifferent winter 

morning. Mealy snow clouds sat over the sky in fat irregular 

banks. Few conifers that managed to root deep enough into the 

frigid soil stuck out on the mountainsides like bony fingers, 

pines and furs and spruces. 

“Mama,” she whispered, “I’m sorry.” 

She groveled to the dying embers of fire. 

I will just sit here for a little while, just warm up a 

little. She pressed her back to the warm steel hide, too scared 

to climb inside. It trickled warmth, and her shivering eased off 

little by little. She allowed herself a smile. 

“See, I’m better. I’m already better. I’ll stay warm like 

this and I’ll be okay. You’ll see, mama, I’ll come back and tell 

you all about America. I’ll give you my every opinion, I’ll...I 

will tell you all about—” She strangled a sob. 

You know you won’t, don’t you? 

Yes, I will. I will. 

Her thoughts leapt one over another in confusion. There was 

her mother’s face leaning over her when she had the flu. There 

was snow again, and the mountain. Then the buzzing, this 

troublesome buzzing of an insect. She waved it away, lapsing 

into a hunched dejection, pressing herself harder to the 

locomotive. 
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“Maybe it was better if I went with you, papa. Maybe it was 

better if I did.” She frowned, loosing the connection. “Why am I 

talking about him? He’s dead.” Her head spun. It was the sign of 

setting in hypothermia. When the day would descend into decline 

and the temperature drop rapidly, she’d have no more than a few 

hours left to live. 

I will climb inside. It’s warmer inside. 

Buzzing. There was that buzzing again, somewhere on the 

periphery of her hearing. She blocked her ears, flinching. The 

sound sent a new spike of a headache. 

“Stop, please stop. What is that noise?” 

It intensified into a whirr, as if a fan droned in its 

plastic housing. Olesya remembered the one that was always in 

her room in the hot Moscow summer, when even opening the window 

didn’t being any relief from humid heat. She almost felt the 

flow of the breeze on her face and involuntarily stepped away 

from the rubble, led on by the noise. 

It increased to a chopping drone. 

Olesya’s eyes opened wide from a jolt of recognition. 

“A helicopter,” she said, tasting the word, sure it would 

disappear the second she said, sure she had imagined it. But no, 

the sound stayed, rapidly moving closer. 

“It’s a helicopter!” Her heart jumped. 
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“Over here! I’m over here! I’m here!” She waved her arms, 

dashing around the locomotive, stumbling and falling, picking 

herself up, climbing up on the embankment, and running full pelt 

along the rails. 

“Here! I’m here!” Wind pierced her crocheted dress, whipped 

her hair. She barely noticed, focused on moving her legs 

forward, her eyes on the sky. 

It appeared out of nowhere, a black dot, a tiny fly 

hovering in the distance. It didn’t seem to be moving as fast as 

she hoped it would be, and she pushed to run faster, her legs 

pumping in a steady rhythm thanks to years of ballet practice. 

You won’t last long, running like this. You’d be better off 

staying with the train! Turn back! 

She ignored her inner voice.  

The distinct chop-chop-chop of the blades could be heard 

now, and she sprinted, summing up the last of her strength, 

leaping over the ties like she leapt onstage, arms outstretched, 

legs straight, toes pointed.  

She didn’t know for how long she ran like this, the breath 

rasping out of her lungs, burning them. Her legs began to shake 

from exertion. The railroad turned sharply, and she turned with 

it. 
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From here on it ran straight down, two parallel lines of 

tracks with steep rocky slopes on either side, and way below, at 

the very bottom of the incline, lay a shape. 

“The sleeper. It’s the sleeping carriage...” 

The helicopter was hovering above it. 

After days of eluding the rescue team, they were finally 

discovered. 

The blue carcass lay on its side, derailed, much like the 

locomotive, only on the other side of the tracks, and it wasn’t 

burning. It appeared to have taken a rest, a mere toy from this 

distance, a toy that would be easy to pick up and set back on 

the tracks. 

And then Olesya saw something else, something she hasn’t 

noticed before. There was a dot on the rails, halfway between 

her and the carriage. It sat still, then it rose and began 

laboriously moving upward. She shaded her eyes and squinted. It 

was a man, most certainly a man, and he was dressed in red. 

“Mitya!” She cried. “MITYA!!!” 

She took off, hurrying, waving. Her legs were filled with 

lead and lifting them became harder and harder, until the toe of 

her shoe caught on the tie and she flew headlong, sprawling. 

Crying, she staggered to her fours and crawled forward, lifting 

one leg, testing it for stability, lifting another. 

“Mitya, I’m coming! I’m okay! I’m okay...” 



Anske / TUBE / 500 

She dragged her feet behind her, stumbling around like a 

drunk, fording through the haze of fatigue. She made another 

step and had to stop. The railroad tilted, wavered on the edge 

of falling, and righted itself again. Olesya bent over and, 

clutching onto the rail, closed her eyes. 

I’m okay, I’m fine. I’ll be fine. Just need to rest a bit. 

A vicious shiver overtook her. 

She heard the gyrating blades getting louder, looked up, 

stopping her ears. The helicopter took off from hovering over 

the sleeper and was now flying in her direction. Olesya hunched 

and rolled into a ball, pressing both hands to her ears. The 

noise threatened to rip her apart. It seemed to survey the 

surroundings, too steep for it to land anywhere, then, when she 

thought the beating of the blades will make her ribcage explode, 

it careened and sped up the tracks, to the faint smoke issuing 

from the locomotive. 

“Where is it going?” Olesya blinked a couple times, then 

resumed her quest, pulling her legs up with both arms, first the 

right, then the left, standing, probing the ground, stumbling 

down, flailing her arms at every step. 

She could see Mitya now clearly. He shouted something to 

her, made signs with his arms. She shook her head, not 

understanding what he meant, stubbornly dredging down to him 

until she couldn’t move anymore and simply folded to the ground 
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like a broken porcelain doll, one of those that liked to depict 

ballerinas. Her grandmother had them in display in her glass 

commode, so delicate, so easily breakable. She wasn’t allowed to 

touch them, not ever, only look. And she did. She stared at them 

for hours, imagining them to come alive, wink at her, and begin 

to dance, their brittle china toes tap-tapping along the 

polished wood of the commode shelf. 

The world wheeled out from under her and returned. 

Olesya halted, reeling. 

Everything pulsed, the light, the air, the churning 

mechanical noise. It wanted to lop her to pieces, and she 

winced, flapping her hands to wave it away. 

“Olesya!” Mitya yelled from no more than a couple yards 

away, jogging up in large strides, rivulets of breath streaming 

from his working mouth. “Are you all right?” 

She smiled and shrugged. “I don’t know. Am I?” 

Her words drowned in the drone. 

Every pin from her bun was gone, and her wavy hair lifted 

up by a rush of beating air. The helicopter returned, and now it 

hovered above them. In two powerful strides Mitya reached her, 

and she collapsed into his arms, no longer having the strength 

to cry or even raise her head. It hung pressed to his chest 

where his heart danced in a frantic rhythm.  
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“You’re okay, you’re alive. I can’t believe it, I simply 

can’t believe it.” He muttered something else into her hair. She 

didn’t understand it. 

Above the hacking clamor of the blades gave way to another 

sound, a whine of a wench. Olesya shifted her head up and saw a 

man being lowered to the ground. He hung on to a rope like a 

blood drop to a needle, and that was her last coherent thought, 

before the vision wrapped itself up into a pinpoint and winked 

out. 
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Chapter 44. Too Hot 

Olesya drifted in and out of haze, her vision blurry. She 

glimpsed the bright colors of a blanket that she was being 

wrapped in, by a rosy-cheeked smiling young man. He said 

something, too fast to understand. Too bright. The colors, the 

blanket. Too red, orange-red, flaming. Olesya squinted. She felt 

a tug. She was being lifted up on a stretcher attached to a 

wench, swaying in the air. 

And there it was, right under her feet and a bit to the 

left. As small as a toy, discarded, forgotten, as if she decided 

to throw it out the window. The TUBE locomotive, its head right 

on the edge of a gorge.  

If it didn’t derail, I’d be buried in the abyss below. 

“I’m sorry, papa,” she whispered. “I did what I could.” 

A pair of strong arms hefted her inside a warm helicopter 

cabin. “There you go,” said the smiling young man. “Feeling 

okay?” 

“I’m fine,” muttered Olesya, “thank you so much.” Her head 

pounded.  

The light. Turn off the light, please. It’s too crisp, too 

colorful. Too red? How can it be too red? And there is this 
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buzzing again. It must be the blades, the helicopter blades. Why 

won’t they stop?  

It got hot in the cabin, and a faint whiff of something 

burning crept up Olesya’s nostrils. Panicking, she kicked at the 

blanket, trying to get it off her legs. Her legs were baking. 

Sweat slicked her skin like oil.  

It’s too hot, it’s getting too hot. I must have a fever. 

“Hot,” she croaked. “Too hot.” 

She waited for the young man to answer, but he didn’t. 

Sweat rolled into her eyes and stung. She scrunched up her face 

and rubbed it with the backs of her hands, flicking off the 

moisture. The day gradually came into focus, and she felt a stab 

in her stomach. 

“Mitya,” she blinked, trying to make sense of the double 

images tripling and dancing and smudging over her retina. “Where 

are you? Are you here?” She closed her eyes and opened them 

again, wide. 

The joy, the relief, the vivacity she started to feel after 

being rescued oozed out of her in a strangled gasp. 

“Oh God, no...no no no no no...” 

She wasn’t sitting in a helicopter cabin. There was no 

cabin, and no helicopter for that matter. It was a product of 

her boiling mind. She was sitting inside the overturned 
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locomotive cab, having climbed in through the shattered front 

window. Or maybe someone helped her. 

Someone? Papa? 

The idea pinned her to the back of the engineer’s seat that 

rotated mid-fall and got jammed in the control panel, making it 

a perfect cradle. Her legs were dangling over the empty space 

that flared up with strands of fire coming from the burning 

cabinets, their contents strewn and smoldering in a heap below. 

It was a small fire, a dying one, no longer life-threatening. 

How did I get here? 

Olesya glanced at herself. Aside from scrapes and blisters 

and cuts, she appeared to be whole and wrapped in an emergency 

blanket that was bright red. She had an open emergency bag on 

her lap, identical to the one Mitya found the last time they 

were here. There was a bundle of winter clothes inside, a 

signature TUBE-blue plastic box with a red cross on it, a flare, 

a flashlight, and something crinkly wrapped in foil or plastic, 

it was hard to tell by the wavering light. It was unzipped and 

smudged with dark streaks. 

Is this my blood? Did I open it? Did...someone drag me 

here? Did someone— 

A screech preceded a muffled thump from the engine 

compartment. Something detached and whooshed down, settling with 

a clang. The quiet crackling of fire paused as if indignant at 
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being interrupted, and started up again, by the sound of it 

lazily consuming whatever there was left to consume and slowly 

dying down to embers. 

Olesya’ heart leapt to her throat. She wanted to call out, 

but her tongue wouldn’t move. It got pasted to the roof of her 

mouth. Her hand shaking, she lifted it and stuck two sooty 

fingers smelling of ash in between her lips, parting them. That 

seemed to do the trick. 

“Hello?” She asked, blood roaring in her ears. 

Nothing, only the quiet crackle of fire. It was almost 

comforting, almost like the crackle of that fire at the summer 

camp, where they would wait until the white-hot flames reduced 

to ember glow and shove in the potatoes to roast.  

Olesya gulped, tears rolling down her cheeks. 

Potatoes. Baked potatoes. 

Her stomach roiled, sending a bitter taste to her mouth. 

Sashka Karetkin taught me how to bake them, that summer 

when papa died and mama shipped me to camp. I think he was 

secretly in love with me. Olesya pressed a hand over her mouth 

to stop herself from sobbing. Her face felt hot, burning, and 

she tucked her chin, reeling, letting herself to be taken away 

from this awful place by a delicious memory.  

He said, “You shove them in between embers, so they’re 

covered from all sides, like this, got it? You wait until the 
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skin on them blackens and cracks,” then he sent me to find a 

stick with a nice fork at the end—two broken off and sharpened 

twigs—and I sharpened the ends with a little knife that he stole 

from the camp kitchen, and then I shielded my face from the 

heat, like he showed me, and poked my potato. “That’s right, 

easy does. Does it slide all the way in?” I nodded. “There you 

go, you did it. It’s done!” I rolled it out, puffed at it, 

blowing black ash and steam, and then we tossed out potatoes too 

each other, catching and throwing, to cool them off. His teeth 

shone in the dark. And then we cut into them, and he reached in 

his pocket and brought out a little packet of salt, and we bit 

into it, and—  

Olesya heaved and retched. Nothing came out except a line 

of acrid saliva. She licked her salty lips. 

I need to go, to get out of here. I need to go see if Mitya 

is alive, if any of them are alive. 

“I need to.” She croaked. The sound of her voice soothed 

her. She tried moving. The seat groaned under her weight and 

shifted, the back sliding dangerously along the panel.  

Olesya grasped it with a muffled shriek. 

How long have I been out? 

She glanced outside, into the glum greyness thick as jelly 

with falling snow.  

Several hours at least. It’s a wonder I didn’t get burned. 
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The day seemed to be well under way, and if she didn’t make 

a move now, she’d have to spend the night here, which was bound 

to cool off once the last pockets of fire expired. And was that 

the wind or the wolves howling? 

Goosepimples marched up Olesya’s arms.  

“Please, no. No wolves, no animals of any kind.” She 

swallowed, the vision of the wolf she saw staring at her through 

the window of the moving train fresh in her mind, the dark 

hollow horror she felt when the pack of wolves chased her in the 

night clumped in the pit of her stomach. 

“I have to try this.” She dug into the bag, sifting through 

the contents. “I have to...to put on as many layers as I can.” 

She stopped, startled by her voice. She didn’t notice how she 

switched from thinking in her head to thinking aloud. 

There was what seemed like a change of clothes for a big 

man. A pair of navy woolen pants, a flannel shirt, an orange 

protective vest, a jacket, a cap.  

“It’s a TUBE uniform.” 

Olesya carefully zipped up the bag, making sure not to move 

the seat. She’d have to sling it on her shoulder and change 

outside. 

“Maybe it’s better, to talk to myself. At least I’m hearing 

a human voice. It’s just...I thought we were found. It was so 

vivid, so real.” She forced down a new wave of tears. “Okay. All 
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right, I’m all right. I’m fine. It’s no good falling apart now, 

is it? I need to get dressed, to climb outside, and to walk. 

That’s it. If I walk, I will keep myself warm. If there is a 

bend in the road, I’ll just go a little beyond and look down. If 

the carriage it there, I’ll judge whether or not I can reach it 

before nightfall and either go down or return here to spend the 

time. That sounds like a plan.” 

She tried smiling. Instead her face crumpled and she let 

herself cry a little more, the terror of dying here, either 

freezing to death or getting torn apart by wild animals, 

twisting her insides. 

“I can do it, I can do it, I can do it.” 

She chanted under her breath, to keep herself motivated. 

First one leg, then another, she slowly rose, one foot on the 

panel, another on the edge of the seat. Her head poked out of 

the side window hole, and she inhaled the fresh freezing air. It 

glued the little hairs in her nostrils together. The temperature 

has started dropping already. 

“It must be afternoon,” she said, looking around. 

It was as she saw it in her feverish dream.  

The locomotive, charred and gutted, lay on its side a few 

paces away from the abyss that separated this side of the gorge 

from the other. The tracks led away from it, down and to the 
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right, and from her vantage point Olesya couldn’t see anything 

else.  

There was no movement in the mountains, only a weak gale 

that flared up once in a while and tickled thick paws of pines 

and firs that otherwise stood as motionless sentinels to the 

tragedy that unfolded below. They didn’t care for the shivering 

girl climbing out of the window and sitting down to steady 

herself, then rummaging in a bag she brought with her, pulling 

out clothes and putting them on. They didn’t care when she lost 

her handhold on the dirty pipes and slid to the ground with a 

cry, tumbling and sliding. They didn’t care when she rose and 

slowly began trudging through the fresh snow, a stick figure 

wrapped in pants and jacket so large, two of her could fit in. 

They saw her curve out of sight and resumed their unhurried 

existence. The cold was just fine for them, and the wolf that 

briskly trotted between them, following its nose, was nothing to 

worry about. 

Let the girl worry about that, they thought. One girl less, 

who cares? It does nothing for us.  

And so they stood, and Olesya walked, and the wolf, 

slightly scared by the two-legged shape he came to associate 

with danger—a strange color too, bright red, startling—curiously 

followed, leaping from tree to tree and sniffing the air. There 

was a waft of fresh blood, and the wolf liked that smell. Oh, he 
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liked it very much. Maybe he would go back to his pack and share 

the exciting news. But first he had to make sure it was safe, 

safe to attack. 

Perhaps he’d wait until it was dark. Perhaps.  
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Chapter 45. To The Carriage 

Olesya trudged along the tracks, the journey not at all as her 

febrile mind had envisioned. It was hard going, sluggish, 

treacherous, and tedious. Her exhausted body operated on 

autopilot. Fever gave her the warmth she needed, but it also 

made her jittery. Every few minutes she had to stop and cough 

and scoop a handful of snow to wipe her burning face and melt 

some in her mouth. It scorched her inflamed larynx, yet it gave 

relief, a temporary coolness. She had already resigned to the 

idea that this might be her last trek on foot before she would 

collapse and let the winter take her. 

“Mitya,” she said between urgent gasps for air. “I have to 

see you, Mitya. To see if you’re alive. I have to.” 

Speaking to him like this kept her going. 

Earlier, maybe an hour ago, maybe more—Olesya lost track of 

time—when she rounded the bend, she nearly shrieked. The 

suddenness of this reaction made her bend over and hawk up a gob 

of badly colored phlegm. 

She was sick, and she knew it. 

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her cinder-

hot eyes open wide. 
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“It’s there, it’s there like I thought it would be.” 

She almost laughed from relief, which made her cough again. 

The sleeping carriage sat at the bottom of the incline. It 

wasn’t derailed, as she imagined. It was standing still on the 

rails, in the middle of a dip where the climb to the bridge 

began and the descent from the crag ended. 

“It must have rocked back and forth on inertia, like a 

seesaw, before it stopped.” Olesya mopped the dripping snot from 

under her nose with a sleeve, fixed the engineer’s cap deeper on 

her head, hitched up the blanket, and trooped on. 

The downhill incline wasn’t as steep as it seemed, and that 

was good, it helped her walk faster, but it also made her slip 

on hidden patches of ice and stumble a couple times. The 

carriage didn’t appear to be that far either. It sat deceptively 

close, a spot of blue in the middle of endless whiteness that 

gleamed under the diffused winter sun like a bone. Still, after 

an hour of arduous travailing she was only halfway there. And 

after another hour she had to pause and rest every ten minutes. 

If she didn’t, her body made her. At one of those occasions she 

got mad at it. 

“Stupid muscles, don’t give up on me now. Keep working. 

Keep going! Look, I’m almost there!” Her cry reverberated 

strangely in the cold air, echoing off the rocky walls. 
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She took a step, her knees wobbled, and she folded like a 

ragdoll, painfully bonking her elbow. After this she stopped 

ignoring the shakes, pausing any time her head started to reel 

or her legs began to swim from under her.   

On one of these stops, sitting on the edge of a rail, 

rubbing her hands and absorbed in her thoughts, she felt a pair 

of eyes on her back. Her face froze, and she slowly turned 

around to look. There was nobody there. 

She held her breath, scanning the rocks. They jutted out in 

irregular shelves, whole galleries of shelves that offered snow, 

snow, and more snow, with an occasional fringe of bluish icicles 

for an accent. Higher up the mountain wall sloped and evened out 

to a moderately leveled woodland consisting of hirsute conifers 

and nothing else. They covered the stones in irregular clumps. 

Olesya thought she saw quick movement between the trees, a 

shadow slink and disappear. 

Blood rose from her frantic heart and rushed to her 

temples. She gripped the rails, peering into the shadows. 

“Nothing there. There nothing there, so stop freaking out 

already. You’re getting paranoid. Soon you’ll be hallucinating 

packs of wolves chasing you along the tracks and—” 

Olesya covered her mouth and shook her head. “I’m talking 

to myself like I’m someone else. I really need to get going. 
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Come on, legs, get up. Don’t give up on me now.” The thought of 

standing and moving made her grimace with apprehension. 

She blew on her hands, rubbed them, hoicked up the blanket 

that was soggy at the bottom and dragged behind her like a wet 

tail, and trooped on. After several steps she felt the stare on 

her back again. She pretended like she didn’t feel it and waited 

for an opportune moment to quickly glance up in such a manner 

that wouldn’t appear suspicious to whoever it was spying on her. 

Only this time he didn’t hide. 

She glimpsed a grey shape. Her eyes widened and her mouth 

hung open. 

On the rim of the slope, on top of a big boulder, stood a 

wolf. It shaggy fur was powdered with snow, as if he disturbed a 

tree and it dropped a load from one of its snowcapped branches. 

His ears were erect, his posture tense, hunched. His tail stood 

up almost perpendicularly. They were separated by twenty or 

thirty yards of craggy waste, but if he decided to skip down, he 

would reach her within minutes. 

“Oh,” breathed Olesya. “Oh God, no.” 

Their eyes held for a moment, then the wolf stiffly turned 

around and cantered off.  

“He will be back, you know he will be back. Now get 

moving.” Cold sweat beaded on Olesya’s forehead. She wrapped the 
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blanket tighter and spurred along the tracks, her terror giving 

her a burst of energy. 

She kept glancing back and to the sides, risking another 

tumble, searching out the furry shape among the rocks. The wolf 

didn’t make another appearance. It either decided to wait or was 

on its way to get reinforcements. 

Out of breath, her lungs wheezing like a vacuum that choked 

on a piece of paper too large for it to digest, Olesya skipped 

the last few ties and rammed into the end of the carriage, 

gripping onto it and catching her breath. 

“I have to...make it...inside...I have to...” A shiver went 

through her, and she knew if she moved, she would collapse and 

never make another step again. Her blazing cheek pressed to the 

frosted steel hide, she passed her eyes over the rocky faces 

that seemed to laugh at her condition, gazing down with pity and 

derision. Olesya swallowed gathering saliva. A metallic taste 

spread through her mouth. She unglued from the car and, holding 

on it to, made her way around to the side that shone cobalt, 

almost indigo on the congealing dusk. 

CRACK. 

Olesya wheeled around, faint with fear. 

A huge slab of snow detached from an icy ledge and 

plummeted down, smashing to powder at her feet. She reluctantly 

raised her eyes to see if the wolf was there. He wasn’t. 
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“It’s just snow, just a piece of snow that fell off.” 

She dragged herself further, along the cold steel body, no 

light inside, no stirring, no noise of any kind. 

Should I call out to them? 

Something held Olesya back, a primitive sense of self-

preservation that told her all wasn’t well inside, and maybe she 

was watched out the windows, maybe there was a nasty surprise 

prepared for her. She had no choice now but to climb in. The 

prospect of freezing to death began manifesting itself in the 

burning numbing pain that turned her toes to brittle unfeeling 

glass. 

A couple frantic breaths, and she was at the entrance door. 

“That’s strange.” She leaned over to look at the object 

stuck between the doorjamb and the door. It’s what kept it open. 

Someone propped it there. Why? 

“My book.” Olesya ran her fingers along the spine of Anna 

Karenina. “Used at a door stopper.” It was so absurd, so 

ridiculous, it made her smile. She raised her head, surveying 

the windows. Dark. Shored off by the curtains. Did one of them 

vibrate slightly, like someone was breathing behind it? 

Olesya took a deep breath, clasped the edge of the door and 

pushed. It reluctantly slid open. Dank musty air brushed her 

face. Anna Karenina flopped to the floor. Its pages made a 

comforting rustling sound, and, after hesitating for a few 
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seconds, stopped, offering her a passage. Curious, Olesya picked 

it up and read by the waning light. 

“As he looked at the tender and the rails, influenced by 

the conversation with an acquaintance he had not met since his 

misfortune, he suddenly remembered her—that is, what was left of 

her when he came running like a madman into the shed of the 

railway station: on a table in the shed, sprawled shamelessly 

among strangers, lay the blood-covered body, still filled with 

recent life...” 

Olesya nearly dropped the book. 

“Mitya.” Her heart shrunk. “Mitya, where did you go? Did 

you...did you go looking for me? No, you didn’t. Please tell me 

you didn’t.” Tears prickled her eyes. She glanced out the door 

that automatically slid back into place. She grasped the handle, 

horrified it would lock itself, then relaxed.  

Papa is dead, it’s okay. It’s all right. It’s just a train, 

just a pile of metal on wheels, that’s all. 

She peered out the window. From the door, faint in the new 

snow and disturbed by her own approach, ran a line of foot 

tracks. It circled one stop between the embankment and the 

rising ascent, then it wove its way on what appeared to be a 

path carved into the hill, weaving to and fro and leading up. 

“Mitya,” repeated Olesya, and then something made her wheel 

around. She blanched, trembling all over.  
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It wasn’t a noise that startled her, it was a presence. 

The carriage wasn’t empty. It had life in it, only whose 

life it was and what it meant, Olesya didn’t know. 

She recounted the names of ballet dancers left alive under 

her breath. “Mitya, Milena, Vika, Egor, Lana, Karina.” She 

gulped. Her saliva tasted sour. 

If Mitya has gone for help, there are five left. Unless 

they killed each other off in the meantime. He left the door 

open so he could get back inside. I can’t leave it locked.  

She nudged the door and stuck Anna Karenina back in its 

place, without looking, her eyes on the dimness of the vestibule 

and the stairs. She suddenly remembered that the bodies of 

killed dancers lay on this level, in the large room to the 

right. That explained the musty smell, and it made her stomach 

roil. She hesitated, then crept to the stairs, taking it one at 

a time, moving as quietly as possible. She rounded the bend and 

had to stifle a shriek. 

On the floor of the landing lay a girl dressed in festively 

red ballet attire. It was Lana. She was dead. 
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Chapter 46. Who Remains 

A dark puddle of blood trickled lazily down the steps. It has 

congealed and glistened like hardened glue. There was a reek of 

iron in the air, stale and sticky. It percolated through 

Olesya’s pores. Shuddering, she pushed her hair behind her ears 

and bent closer. Lana’s head was turned sideways, unnaturally 

far, her eyes open in innocent surprise, the type that happens 

when you receive an unexpected gift or particularly good news. 

Her mouth gaped open, and that’s where most of the blood came 

from. 

“Lana,” whispered Olesya. “Oh, Lana, who did this to you?” 

She heard movement and quickly straightened, her heart 

hammering so loud, she was afraid it would give her away. 

There was a dark shape sprawled in the corridor.  

Oh God. What happened here? Have they all gone mad? 

Olesya carefully stepped over Lana’s twisted legs, so 

delicately wrapped in ballet tights, the red satin of her 

pointes shining dully. She looked no more than a carnation cut 

off and trampled into dust, fresh hours before, living no 

longer. 



Anske / TUBE / 521 

I need to have something to defend myself. Anything. A 

stick even. How did I not think about that? Stupid, stupid, 

stupid. 

The thought stopped Olesya in her tracks. She was so 

preoccupied on getting here that she had forgotten the beginning 

of the massacre she witnessed through the door window when the 

carriage detached. She pressed her back to the wall, slowing 

down her breathing and hoping her heart wouldn’t jump out of her 

ribcage. There was definitely someone in one of the roomettes. A 

quick glance down told Olesya whom the other body belonged to. 

Karina. Why? Why did she have to die? This is senseless. 

Senseless. The word rung in Olesya’s head on repeat. The 

remaining dancers must have lost all sense and later, after they 

have realized what they had done, decided to hide, ashamed, 

petrified, disgusted. 

Who could it be? Vika? Milena? Egor? Any of them. It could 

be any of them. But not Mitya. Not, Mitya wouldn’t do this 

carnage. Never. 

She took a deep breath. Rales of it rattled in her chest. 

She knuckled a fist in her mouth to suppress another fit of 

coughs, spasming silently. When that was over, she straightened, 

sucked in a lungful of air, and tiptoed around the body, 

touching down softly on the carpet. 
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Karina stretched out along the corridor in an elegant wisp, 

both arms flung up and over her head, legs slightly spread 

apart. It was a grotesquely balletic pose, an arrested mid-jump, 

a relevé gone wrong. A discarded wrench lay by Karina’s split 

head, the back of it yawning with spongy substance that Olesya 

didn’t want to speculate about. Pinching her nose, she reached 

for the wrench, circled her fingers around it, and rose. 

Her breath stopped. 

At the end of the corridor stood Milena. She materialized 

out of nowhere, with no sound. Her wavy bob, usually well 

groomed and pomaded, now stuck out in sleep-spikes. Her eyes 

were bloodshot, and her face had an earthly look of someone 

plagued by a fatal disease in its last stages of development. 

“Hey, Egor? Come look at this. You wouldn’t believe it. 

Hell, I don’t believe it myself.” She spat. 

“What? What is it?” Came from behind the door. 

“The waltz bitch is back. And she’s getting ready to kill 

us. Shall we show her our hospitality?” 

“Kill you? What?” Olesya blinked. Then she saw her hand 

clenched around the tool, and shook her head. “No, that’s not 

it. I didn’t...I didn’t know who was here...what happened, 

Milena? What did you do?” 
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“What did I do? What did I do?” Milena shrieked the last 

word. “A better question is what did you do? Why the fuck did 

you get us here? To die?” 

“I never wanted any of this to happen,” said Olesya 

quietly. 

“She didn’t want it to. Listen to her.” Milena smirked. 

Egor appeared from behind her, scratching himself and 

yawning as if he got woken from a nap. 

“Where is Vika?” Asked Olesya with alarm. 

“Aren’t you worried about your love bird?” Asked Milena. 

“Don’t you want to ask us where he went?” 

“I—I...” Olesya stammered. When presented with bold 

questions like this one, she always lost her train of thought, 

only to come up with a brilliant response hours later when it 

was no good anymore. She took a step back. 

Milena and Egor exchanged a look. 

“You’re alive?” Egor’s eyebrows went up quizzically. “Well, 

that’s a surprise. We thought you were dead, together with your, 

what do you call him, papa-train. Didn’t it explode or 

something? We heard an awful lot of noise. I was hoping it 

crushed you underneath.” He grinned maliciously. 

Olesya winced as if slapped. “What are you saying? Why are 

you saying this, Egor? How can you be so cruel?” 
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“Me? Cruel? Ha! Ha ha ha!!!” He laughed ostentatiously, 

bending over and slapping his knees. He straightened, and his 

eyes blazed with barely retrained hatred that singed Olesya to 

her core. “You’re the one who’s cruel. The shy timid girl who 

turned out to be a scheming beldam and a murderer. Well, rest 

assured, as the saying goes, what goes around comes around. It 

all comes back to you tenfold, doesn’t it?” 

Olesya opened her mouth to retort and closed it. 

There is no use telling him anything. It’s not me he hates, 

is the idea of me, the me he constructed in his mind to explain 

this nightmare. A convenient scapegoat that I always was. Always 

am.  

She stifled another bout of coughing, and it crossed her 

mind that if she didn’t get some medicine into herself to beat 

down the fever, she might contract pneumonia and die from it, 

especially if they weren’t discovered and rescued soon. And who 

knew when that would happen, if at all? What was preventing them 

to be discovered? How hard was it to track a stray train from a 

helicopter or a plane? Was there a reason for this? Of course 

there was. Only thinking about it was hard work. 

Olesya shook her head, staring at Egor. “Why think when you 

can point a finger and blame,” she said quietly. 

“What? What was that you said?” He bristled, baring the 

tips of his teeth. 
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“Oh, nothing,” said Olesya. “Nothing of importance.” 

“I got enough of this talk. Let’s teach her a lesson.” 

Milena spat on both hands and rubbed them.  

It looked astonishingly bizarre—a slender beautiful girl in 

a red leotard and crimped tutu acted like some market broad 

selling potatoes and prepping to lift a sack of them on her 

shoulders to haul it off after the workday was over. Only the 

sack in this case was to be Olesya, and her fate was doubtfully 

the same as that of a sack of potatoes, unless ripping it apart 

and letting them spill was in Milena’s plans. And her eyes said 

it was, that and worse. Pain, she wanted to inflict pain on 

Olesya, and the last vestiges of civility that held Olesya back 

left her. 

“Come to your senses,” she said loudly and clearly. “Both 

of you. Why would I want to kill you? Why would I want to get 

rid of the entire ballet troupe which was my life? My 

everything?” Her voice broke at the end. She took a deep breath 

to steady herself. 

“You know, I was asking myself the same question,” said 

Milena sweetly, advancing, a mallet swaying in her right hand. 

“Why would a girl like you do something like that? And you know 

what answer I came up with?” 

Olesya waited, wrench gripped in both hands. 
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“You’re crazy, that’s why. Cuckoo. Nuts. Delirious. Psycho. 

Is that clear enough for you, or do you want me to go on?” She 

glared at her, and underneath the obvious loathing there was a 

trace of mortal terror. Some impossible unexplainable things 

happened that gave Milena the chills. She chucked them up to 

hallucinations. Still, a theater stage inside a train? The dead 

dancers? It was something she blocked out. Something she thought 

she didn’t quite see in real life. It was easier to deny it than 

to accept it. 

They both advanced at Olesya now, awkwardly bumping 

shoulders, squeezing through the narrow corridor. 

Olesya flinched. She thought she heard something. A crunch 

of the snow, maybe.  

Could that be Mitya? Someone else? 

“You can try running,” commented Egor on her paling face. 

He shook out his hair and racked it with outstretched fingers. 

“There is nowhere to run, Olesya. You’ll either freeze to death—

which will spare us the trouble of snuffing you out, or you’ll 

get eaten by wolves. We heard them howl in the night. Lovely 

song they sang. I was hoping I heard the breaking of bones—your 

bones—alas, I was mistaken. But worry not, we will rectify it.” 

He grinned, the whites of his eyeballs showing. Thin red 

capillaries broke into nets around each pupil and gave him the 

appearance of a drunk.  
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“You have lost your minds,” said Olesya, horrified. “Both 

of you. Do you hear yourselves? Do you understand what you’re 

saying?” Her hands shook, and the wrench threatened to slip out 

of her clammy fingers any moment. The strength was leaving her, 

the adrenaline wearing out. If she didn’t do something now, they 

would get her. 

Two against one, what chance do I have? 

“She thinks we’re crazy, did you hear that?” Said Milena. 

“I thought you were of higher opinion of your fellow 

dancers, Olesya. How lowly of you, how distasteful.” Egor made a 

tsk-tsk noise with his tongue. “Shame, shame.” His eyes widened 

briefly, and Olesya sensed the skin on her back crawl. 

She quickly glanced back. 

Vika stood at the other end of the corridor, her fat lips 

stretched from one stuck out ear to another in a mindless 

fatuous glee. She was outfitted in the same crimson costume, 

only it was darker, smudged, wetted. Splotchy stains marred her 

leotard, irregular patches of purplish color that seemed like 

they have been—  

Olesya nearly fainted. 

Her eyes were pinned to what Vika held in her slender 

hands. 

“Looks like my labor was in vain, after all?” Asked Vika 

goodnaturedly, as if she came back from a trip to the grocery 
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store only to find her friends have gotten something better, 

something fresher. “Shall I go put it back, in favor of this new 

catch?” 

There was muffled sound of dripping liquid. The thing Vika 

held in her smudged hands was a slab of meat, the type you see 

in a butcher’s shop before it is wrapped in crinkly paper and 

handed to you from over the counter. Only that meat would have a 

healthy pinkish red color, and this one was dark and slimy. Vika 

took a step, and an effluvium of rotting odor snuck up Olesya’s 

nose. 

“Did you...” she began, and stopped. She didn’t need to ask 

to know where this chunk of came from. There was only one 

potential source for it, and it was on the first level of the 

carriage, mercifully preserved by the cold temperature much like 

a walk-in freezer would preserve corpses shoved in metal boxes 

in a mortuary. 

Hair moved on Olesya’s head, and she suddenly wished she 

never left the locomotive and stayed put where she was. This was 

worse than being ripped apart by the wolves. At least they 

would’ve ended her life quickly. This was cannibalism. She had a 

hard time believing it. 

“You have lost your minds, all of you.” She whispered, her 

widened eyes on Vika’s filthy presence.  
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Vika dropped the chunk to the carpet. It made a squelching 

noise on impact, and Olesya had to gulp down an urge to puke. 

“Get her,” said Egor. It was a command. 

The ballerinas moved from either side of the corridor as 

one. Olesya stood in the middle, and her brain frantically 

sifted through possible routes for escape. There was nothing to 

do except to dart into a roomette and lock herself it. 

She did. Still holding on to the wrench with her left hand, 

she yanked her right into the depression on the door and pulled. 

It opened. She not so much stepped into it as she fell inside, 

dropped the wrench, and immediately turned around, clasping the 

handle with both hands and tugging. The door moved like in a 

slow motion. And when it was a few inches away from the jamb, 

Milena’s hands darted in and stopped it. 

Olesya grunted in effort. Sweat rolled into her eyes and 

stung them. She blinked. 

Milena wedged in her foot into the gap. “Open up, bitch! 

The faster we’ll be done with this, the better for you.” 

Olesya’s hands shook. Strength was leaving her, and 

helpless tears gushed down her face. 

Did I have to survive to be eaten alive? Was that it? Was 

it all for nothing? I can’t die, I can’t die right now. 

She struggled, groaning. Milena pushed. Her head was in, 

then her shoulder. Then Olesya gave up under the pressure and 
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let go. The door slammed into the slot, and Milena tumbled in, 

not expecting the resistance to give way so soon. Egor hurled in 

right after her, and Vika appeared in the doorway, a mad grimace 

stretching her face in two halves, her eyes bulging and shining. 

They gasped, staring at each other.  

All of this happened in no more than two or three seconds, 

yet to Olesya it seemed like an eternity. She had time to think 

everything over or, rather, to get back to that resigned feeling 

she had on the way here. She was sick, she was probably going to 

die anyway. The futility of any of her efforts to prevent it 

would waste whatever life force she still had in her. 

I must make an effort to make them see what they have 

turned into. I must. Then, if I fail, it will be my fault, and I 

will die easily. In fact, I will deserve it. 

She held her eyes on Milena, shifted them to Egor, who 

panted with his tongue out and his mouth, incredibly, 

salivating. They were an arm-length apart. Egor and Milena 

towered over her. Olesya sat in the seat. 

Is this what hunger can do to people? It seems like a tale 

out of the war times when Russian people first ate all the dogs 

and the cats and the babies, before starting to eat each other. 

Milena was about to snarl. She bared her teeth and curled 

her fingers, stiffening before an attack. 
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“Go ahead, then, kill me.” Said Olesya calmly, smoothing 

the borrowed engineer’s pants and folding her hands into her 

lap. 

Milena hesitated. Her arm with the mallet froze, but she 

didn’t lower it. “What’s that nonsense you’re talking about? 

Aren’t you afraid to die?” 

“I am,” said Olesya and shrugged. Her eyes dropped to her 

hands. She interlaced her fingers to stop them from shaking. 

“I’m terrified, in fact. But there is nothing I can do. I’m sick 

and I’m weak. There is three of you, there is one of me. You 

always wanted me gone, Milena, I knew it from the day Alla 

Borisovna assigned the role to me. You despised being the 

Russian girl, you wanted to be the waltz girl, the prima 

ballerina. Well, I hope you will use me as your fuel and survive 

this, and then you will get to dance the waltz girl, finally. I 

will be out of your way.” She allowed herself a small sigh, not 

daring to raise her eyes. Hearing silence, she added, “besides, 

eating rotten meat will make you sick. It’s poisonous. At least 

I can provide you with something that’s...” she hesitated, the 

irony of the situation, the absurdity, making her smile. 

“Fresh.” 

She raised her head. 

They stared at her, all three of them, Vika including. 

“Olesya,” began Egor, and stopped. 
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“Go ahead, please. I can’t wait any longer.” She began to 

shake uncontrollably. Her teeth chattered, and she couldn’t make 

them stop. Her jaw wouldn’t work, it shook and trembled as if 

lax on a broken hinge. “Only, make it quick. Not painful. 

Please? May I ask you for this? I’ve had my share of pain, and I 

would rather not have any more, if possible. Is there 

anything...” she glanced at the mallet in Milena’s hand, 

“...anything more fatal than this? I mean, something that would 

bring an end faster? Like a piece of glass, maybe?” 

The mallet fell out of Milena’s hand with a clunk. She 

threw both hands over her mouth, making an “Oh” sound, her eyes 

open wide, brimming. 

“What the hell, Milena. Get it up!” Egor picked up the 

mallet, then tossed it in favor of the wrench. “There, will this 

do?” He asked Olesya. His voice shook, and he cleared his 

throat. 

It was Vika who shoved both of them aside. “Let me do it.” 

She took the wrench out of Egor’s hands. 

Olesya closed her eyes and squinted. 

Please, let it be quick, let it be quick. 

She waited. 

There was a sound of indrawn breath, a swish, and Olesya 

ducked her head into her shoulders, knowing the blow was coming. 
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A hard object lobbed her on the head. She reeled and opened her 

eyes. The strike wasn’t as hard as she had expected.  

The wrench slid out of Vika’s hands. She stared at Olesya, 

horrified. “I can’t do this. I can’t do this. You do it!” She 

ran out into the corridor. 

Olesya felt a warm liquid trickle down the right side of 

her face. She felt strangely serene, gazing over grey faces of 

Milena and Egor. A proud smugness took hold of her, stretching 

her lips into a smile. “It’s hard to kill someone face to face, 

isn’t it? Do you still believe I offed all of our dancers? Just 

like that, for no reason? You still believe me a murderer?” 

“Arghhh! Shut up, bitch! Shut up! Shut up!” Milena threw 

her weight on Olesya, pinning her to the seat. She circled her 

fingers around her throat and began to squeeze. 

Olesya kicked out her legs and clawed at Milena’s fingers, 

the world quickly losing color and clarity. 

“Die!” Screamed Milena, her eyes rotating madly. “Die 

already!” 

“Milena, come on,” placated Egor. “Maybe we shouldn’t—” 

“I want her to die!” And she tightened her grip. 

Olesya felt fey. But before she passed out, she heard a ram 

of the entrance door, quick footsteps coming up the stairs, and 

then a voice, Mitya’s voice. “What the hell is going on here?” 

Then blackness took over her, and she heard no more. 
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Chapter 47. There Is Something Down There 

“Shhh, Vita! Quiet. What’s the matter with you?” 

Nessy Nielson put down her elegant fountain pen, one of 

those she splurged on to motivate herself to finally finish this 

“bloody damned outline,” as she referred to it, and glared at 

her Tamaskan girl whom she brought along and was now wondering 

if it was such a great idea after all.  

Vita shook her shaggy black coat impatiently and clawed at 

the floor, scarping it.  

“Stop it. You’re leaving marks, can’t you see?” 

Vita answered with a guilty whine and sat down, wagging her 

tail on the floor so it made low thumping sounds. 

“All right, what is it? You want to go for a walk?” 

Upon hearing the magical word “walk,” Vita leapt to her 

feet and thrust both paws on Nessy’s knees, issuing a low bark 

of happiness. Her eyes shone with a paroxysm of love for her 

mistress of three years.  

Nessy sighed and put the pen on top of a pad where the word 

OUTLINE was scribbled. The rest of it was blank. There were 

several crimped pages already torn off and resting in a wire-

mesh wastebasket by the thick oak leg of an old writing desk. 
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Nessy ruffled up Vita’s head and scratched behind her ears. 

“Well...why not? This stupid story is not wanting to come out of 

me anyway.” She brushed a wiry lock of greying hair off her high 

forehead—“Too high for a girl, whatcha hiding in there, a brain 

or something?” her father used to tease her—and looked out the 

window. 

Thick snow fell in clumps, hushing any noises of the 

forest. The cabin sat on the edge of it, with a narrow road 

leading to it from the local train station some good fifteen 

miles away. Nessy bought it with her last royalty payment, her 

first very own refuge where she could disappear from the noisy 

world and just write. It was miles away from any other houses, 

and the view took her breath away. She always wanted a house on 

top of a mountain. It wasn’t a top, merely a wide shelf on the 

slope, more like a brim of a hat, but it was enough.  

The rocky shelf ran away and down to a crag chiseled out in 

the last century by coal miners. There was an abandoned railroad 

there, and in the summer Nessy sometimes took Vita there, but it 

was a dangerous place, with a constant threat of rocks falling 

on her head, as the local ranger warned her, so in the winter—it 

was her first time here—she didn’t dare venture that far. The 

towns folk told her there were wolves too. They didn’t approach 

you unless you made it all the way out to the tracks, and Nessy 

took a note of that. 
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Vita growled and issued a soft bark. 

“I hear you, I’m coming.” 

Nessy rose from the chair—a nice leather upholstered piece 

she procured at the flea market back in London from a guy who 

said Agatha Christie herself sat in it—not that she believed it, 

but still it made her feel somehow special, fearless.  

“So much for the damned bloody outline.” She pulled on a 

pair of thick woolen pants, a sweater, stepped into boots and, 

shielding herself from Vita’s frantic leaps— 

“Get off me! What is it with you? We’re going, see?” 

She zipped up her down coat, pulled on a knit cap, and, 

dangling the leash in one hand, fastened the collar on Vita’s 

thick neck. 

“Will you stand still? What’s gotten into you?” 

As soon as she opened the door—a heavy oak slab that 

creaked and let in a waft of frosty air, Vita tugged on the 

leash and knocked Nessy off her feet, sending her sprawling. 

“Vita!” She scrambled up, wiping her face. 

Vita took off, the frantic salvo of her barks echoing. 

“Goddammit, girl.” Nessy trudged after her, first running, 

then sprinting, her eyes opening wide. 

Where the white sky met the white horizon of the slope, a 

pillar of smoke stood out as a stark charcoal line. It drifted 

off with the wind. 
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“What the hell?” Nessy puffed out a plume of warm air. 

“Vita, come back! Vita, Vita, Vita!” Calling her dog, her 

beloved Vita whom she found in a rescue shelter as a scrawny 

shaking pup, her heart clenched. “Vita, get back!” 

It was futile. 

It took Nessy almost half an hour to reach the twisty 

little path that cut down the ledge to the railroad, clear in 

the summer, plugged with snow and ice in the winter. She 

followed Vita’s tracks, bluish in the gathering dusk. It downed 

on Nessy that by the time she’d make it back, it would be fully 

dark. Her skin passed a shiver. 

Vita stood at the beginning of it, her muzzle stretched in 

a happy grin, her bushy tail wagging madly from side to side.  

“There you are! You silly girl, why did you have to run off 

like this?” 

Vita barked and disappeared down in a cloud of snow. 

“Vita! Wait!” Nessy shook her head and followed. She had no 

choice, really. She concentrated on her feet, placing them 

carefully one after another. She was in her late forties, after 

all, and her body reminded her of her age constantly, first with 

bad knees, and one knee surgery later, with weak ankles that she 

managed to get twisted by simply walking from her bedroom to her 

kitchen to get herself another cup of coffee. There wasn’t a 

husband for her to fetch it, nor kids. Nessy loved only once in 
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her life, and when her love died in a tragic accident, she never 

loved again. Well, except Vita, of course. 

The barks echoed off the mountains. 

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” 

That was when Nessy looked down, and the breath got knocked 

out of her. “Dear God. What in the world has happened here?” 

Below, in the picturesque valley that opened up between the 

cliffs snaked a double-line of train tracks, rusted out, the 

wooden ties between them rotted and barely holding together the 

bolts. It was impossible to see this under the cover of the 

snow, of course, and it only flashed in front of Nessy’s eyes 

from her last walk here in the summer. Now, from the height of 

the path she saw a single blue-colored carriage sitting right 

where the path ended, and ways off up the tracks where they 

ended into a collapsed bridge, lay an overturned locomotive. It 

was burning. 

“That’s where the smoke is from,” mumbled Nessy, horrified. 

“Are there any survivors? Oh God, I hope there are. Vita!” 

She pulled out her cell phone and checked the bars. No 

connection. She’d have to go back to her cabin to make a call 

from there. She dropped it back into the deep pocket. 

“I’m coming, girl. Hang on, I’m coming.” 

Carefully, Nessy descended. 
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Chapter 48. Are You Alive? 

It took another ten minutes or so, but finally Nessy stood at 

the bottom of the path. She was drenched in sweat. It moistened 

her face and made her hat dump and itchy. Vita danced around 

her, impatient, barking and jumping and running off and pausing, 

one front leg lifted, waiting for her mistress to follow. There 

were noises coming from the carriage, that much Nessy could 

tell, and her heart wrung out in fear. 

“Do you hear that? Someone is crying,” she stared at Vita 

who was wagging her tail by the entrance door. “Someone is alive 

in there, Vita.” 

Of course Vita knew. That’s why she wanted Nessy to come 

here in the first place. She felt the vibration in the ground 

hours ago. She barked loudly, and the crying in the carriage 

abruptly stopped. 

Nessy’s dark eyes widened. “I don’t know, Vita. You think 

it’s safe to get inside?” 

Vita whined. She stood up on her hind legs and clawed at 

the gap in the door. Nessy swallowed and pushed her fear deep 

down. “Okay, okay. Whoever is in there, we need to help them, 

right, Vita? Right.”  
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Nessy stepped to the door and widened the gap. 

Without waiting for her to open it all the way, Vita 

squeezed through and preceded by a tremolo of her rollicking 

yapping, dashed up to the second level, where she suddenly 

yelped as if kicked. 

“Vita! Wait up!” Nessy heaved herself into the dark 

vestibule and wrinkled her nose. “Ah, Jesus. It stinks in here. 

What’s this smell?” She covered her nose and trotted after Vita 

who stood at the top of the stairs, barking at something 

hysterically. 

“Quiet, Vita! How many times do I have to—” Nessy choked on 

her words.  

Vita stood over a dark shape lying on the floor. It was a 

body, a female body, and it was most definitely not moving. 

There was a smell about it, and dark liquid oozed around it in a 

puddle.  

“Holy God!” Cried Nessy, faint from horror. She heard 

movement and had enough time to look up and see a frail figure 

of a young woman dressed entirely in red. Her matted hair stood 

out around her head in a halo, and her face was found up so 

tight the whites of her eyes circled glistening lines around her 

pupils. She halted by the body, staring down at the woman, then 

at the dog, and then she shrieked. 
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“Devil! Devil! The devil is here!” She hurled something at 

Nessy and missed. In clonked down the steps, and the girl took 

off into the corridor. 

Nessy froze, stunned. She couldn’t understand what the girl 

said, it was certainly was not in English, but she thought she 

understood the first two words. They sounded very much like 

“devil,” and she involuntarily touched her skin, which she 

hasn’t done since grade school, since that day when David 

Bullock, the kid with two huge front teeth, huge freckles, and 

massive amounts of dirt under his fingernails, shouted at her on 

her first day at recess, “You’re black like the devil! Black 

like the devil! Devil girl!” 

Nessy shook the memory off and forced herself to step over 

the body and venture into the carriage, calling out. “Hello? 

Whoever you are, please, don’t be afraid. I don’t mean any harm. 

I want to help. Hello?” 
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Chapter 49. To The Cabin 

Mitya heard the barking, and his heart leapt up. Could it be 

possible someone found them at last? Could it be? On his short 

expedition to locate any sign of people he failed, coming back 

down exhausted after climbing all the way up what seemed like a 

path in the rocks. He thought he saw a dark shape in the 

distance, but it was against the woods, and he decided it was 

wishful thinking playing tricks on him. 

“Olesya,” he tried slapping her cheeks again. “Olesya, 

please.” He put his ear to her chest. Her heart was beating. She 

was breathing. “Come on, you can do it. I know you have it in 

you. You’re not a quitter. Stay with me, please, stay with me.” 

When he showed up and threw Milena off Olesya, he was 

almost too late. Her face turned blue, and she wasn’t breathing. 

Mitya flew into a fit of rage that blocked out most of his 

recollection of what exactly happened. He only remembered 

throwing bodies out of the roomette and locking the door. Since 

then he sat with Olesya, trying to revive her. She was sweaty 

and hot, so hot, her skin burned his fingers, and she was light, 

oh, so very light, he thought he could lift her like a feather. 
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He took the engineer’s uniform off her and wiped her face 

and neck with a towel, wishing for water and not daring to get 

out and see what he had done. He heard movement and crying, so 

someone was alive. It sounded like Milena. And now he heard her 

scream, and suddenly there was a new voice. A woman’s voice, 

speaking in English. And a barking dog. 

Mitya waited, fighting the urge to open the door. He didn’t 

have to wait for long. There came a light knock, and the same 

voice said into the gap, “Hello? Anybody there?” 

“Yes!” Mitya called out, then repeated in English, “Yes!” 

“Who is it?” Said Olesya, moving her lips with difficulty. 

“Olesya! Olesya...Oh, I’m so glad...so glad...” He 

stuttered, talking so fast, his words overlapped each other. He 

pressed her limp body to his chest and rocked her, muttering 

into her hair. 

The knock came again. “I won’t harm you, I promise. I want 

to help. Can you please open the door?” 

“They found us,” said Olesya faintly, “they finally found 

us.” 

“Yes, yes, they did,” said Mitya breathlessly, and reached 

for the door. He hardly pulled on it when a huge dark shape 

leapt at him and knocked him on the seat, white teeth gleaming 

under purple gums, a bright red tongue lolling.  

“AHHH!!!” Mitya cried, shielding his face. 
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“Vita! Down, girl! I said, down!” 

Vita threw Nessy a sulky look that said, “But I just found 

these people, I want to say hello to them and lick them clean. 

They smell dirty.” She passed her tongue over Mitya’s face, 

slobbering it with her hot saliva, and obediently sat on her 

hunches, tucking the tail down.  

Now it was Olesya’s turn to shriek. She stared at the dog 

with round eyes. The dog bared its sharp teeth in a smile, 

thinking it has garnered a much deserved attention after this 

rather arduous expedition. To Olesya it looked like a huge black 

wolf, with its long sharp muzzle, triangular ears, powerfully 

built body and fur, so much coarse fur it resembled a thick 

woolly carpet. 

Vita licked its muzzle, grinning more. 

Olesya passed her eyes to Nessy and paled. The woman was 

black as night, and dressed in a black down coat and black knit 

hat. The whites of her eyeballs glistened in the dimness of the 

unlit corridor. She appeared as an apparition from hell. Olesya 

gulped. She had seen very few black people in Russia, she could 

count the occasions by fingers. She’d seen more on TV, and yet 

still she couldn’t help but stare, her mouth slowly opening. 

Nessy put up both hands for calm. “It’s okay. Please, don’t 

be afraid. I’m your friend. My name is Nessy Nielson, I have a 

cabin here. This is my dog, Vita, she’s a good girl. I’m sorry 
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she jumped on you, she’s just very excited to meet you.” The 

woman smiled, revealing a row of perfect teeth. Her face lit up, 

and then immediately slid back to a concerned frown. “It looks 

like you’ve been through quite an ordeal. I’m afraid to imagine. 

Can you tell me what happened? I saw—” 

Milena’s throaty cry gushed through the corridor. “The 

devil! The devil came for us with his dog! I saw him coming! I 

saw him! I won’t let him take us! Die, you beast! Die!” 

Hollering, she rammed into Nessy’s back, knocking her off 

her feet. Nessy’s mouth opened in surprise, but before she could 

register what was happening, she tumbled to the floor in the 

hallway, Milena on top of her with something glistening in her 

hand. 

Mitya’s face distorted. “Milena, stop! Stop it!” 

With a vicious roar Vita jumped to her feet and descended 

on Milena’s back, sinking her teeth into the ballerina’s 

shoulder. Milena thrashed, shrieking.  

“Vita, no! No!” Nessy’s screams overpowered Milena’s cries. 

In one muscular leap Mitya bounded out of the compartment, 

his right hand sinking into Vita’s fur, his left into Milena’s 

mangled hair. He felt himself falling backward and flexed both 

arms, giving it the last of the strength he had. Vita’s clean 

fur slipped through his fingers, but Milena’s head seemed to 
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follow, until it violently snapped back, and Mitya felt a sharp 

pain in his forearm.  

Olesya slid off the seat and, with a moan, pulled herself 

upright and grasped the edge of the door. In her other hand she 

held the burned toy locomotive. 

“Vita, catch!” She called and threw the charred toy into 

the darkness.  

Upon hearing her name spoken by an unfamiliar voice, Vita 

paused, slacking her jaws, and that was enough for Milena to 

twist out and slide to the side, giving maneuvering room for 

Nessy to sit up and yank herself upright. She was a strong 

sturdy woman, taking after her father, and old or not, it was 

not easy to intimidate her or push her down. She was prepared 

for anything but this. What she saw completely befuddled and 

frightened her. She racked her brain to recognize the language 

these people spoke and couldn’t come up with an answer, her mind 

blank. 

“The devil! The devil!” Milena stood up, one arm raised, 

blood spurting down her back from a nasty wound on her shoulder 

where Vita administered a good bite. She was about to leap at 

Milena again, when Nessy yelled sharply, “No! Vita, no! Leave 

it!” 

Vita yelped, confused. Her mistress was being attacked. 

Wasn’t she supposed to protect her? Her jaws unclenched, 
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directed by Nessy’s command. A part of her hunkered after the 

blood, the rich sweet smell of it mixed with the stink of fear. 

The primal beginning of the predator urged her to attack, to 

ravish, to maim, but in addition to verbal commands Nessy’s eyes 

glared at her now, and that was a bad bad glare, the type of 

glare Vita had to suffer when she happily peed all over Nessy’s 

bed in a fit of joyful conniptions upon first coming home from 

the shelter. Vita remembered it and its consequences very well, 

and she didn’t dare to disobey. She whined like a puppy and sat 

on her tail. 

Nessy passed out a relieved exhale, when Milena raised her 

arm, a shard of glass glistening in it, and, her bloodshot eyes 

rotating wildly, screamed, “You’re not taking me with you, 

devil! You’re not! I’m going on my own!” And she struck the 

glass deep into her stomach, twisting it with a kind of a savage 

force that told them she has gone beyond repair. 

A stunned silence followed this.    

The entire episode took no more than a few seconds. 

A sound of sucked in air went through the carriage, and the 

aftermath of the pandemonium unleashed itself upon the heads of 

its participants. 

Milena crumbled to her knees, hot liquid leaking out of 

her, her matted hair falling on her face. Vita jumped and 

started barking in Milena’s face, crazed by the smell of fresh 
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blood, yet bound to stay back by Nessy’s words. Nessy shouted at 

Vita to stop, at Mitya to help her get Milena to her feet. They 

communicated in a primitive English, Mitya’s knowledge of the 

language never extending past the basic vocabulary of the song 

lyrics he listened to. And, looking over this carnage with wide 

eyes, flooded with guilt, Olesya took one wobbly step out of the 

compartment and sunk on the threshing dog, wrapping her arms 

around its scratchy fur and pinning it to the floor with her 

weight. 

Afterwards, when it was clear that Milena was dead, when 

Nessy succeeded in leashing Vita and tied her to a handrail by 

the stairs to immobilize her, when they found Vika sitting in 

the largest room on the first level together with the corpses, 

her hands clenched around Yanchik’s head, cradling it and 

rocking back and forth, holding on to what remained of her dead 

fiancé, when they trekked out of the carriage and found another 

trail of bloodied steps leading up the path—clearly belonging to 

Egor who must have decided to leave this madness and simply 

walked off—it was three of them plus the dog.  

Vika hollered when they tried to approach her, kicking and 

sputtering saliva, so they decided it was safer to leave her 

then to try and drag her all the way to the cabin. None of them 

had the strength, and after feeling Olesya’s forehead and 

hearing out hers and Mitya’s descriptions of the accident in 
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broken English, and wincing each time a raucous cough rattled 

Olesya’s lungs, Nessy concluded it was her priority to shepherd 

these two back to her house before dark, call for help as soon 

as she got connection, and let authorities deal with Vika who 

was too far gone to be reasoned with. 

Dressed in the oversized engineer’s uniform again, Olesya 

hung between Nessy’s and Mitya’s shoulders, her arms wrapped 

around their necks.  

“I’m okay, I’m fine. I can walk on my own,” she kept 

protesting. “We shouldn’t have left. That was a bad idea, we 

need to go back to her.” She flinched, as if to turn around. 

“What if she finds a way out? She has lost her mind, Mitya. Why 

did we decide to leave her alone? It was a bad idea, Mitya, it 

was...” she stumbled on her feverish words. 

“Hold on to us,” said Mitya, “just hold on.” 

“But—” she protested, then fell silent. “You’re right.” 

They didn’t say anything for a while. 

“So, what language is that?” Asked Nessy. Now that they 

were done climbing up the rocky path and the worst seemed to be 

behind them, the going was much easier and her curiosity 

returned.  

“Russian,” said Mitya. “We are from Russia.” 

“Russia? Where from in Russia?” 
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“Moscow,” added Olesya proudly. “Ballet dancers.” She 

stretched out a leg in her next step, pointing it as if she was 

about to perform a graceful leap. “Bolshoi theater. Serenade. US 

tour.” 

“Bolshoi! On tour. I see.” Nessy’s face lit up, then slid 

back to a furrowed concern. “The legendary citadel of Russian 

ballet, to suffer such a loss. What a tragedy, what a terrible 

tragedy. I’m very sorry you had to endure this. So much pain, so 

much suffering.” She wanted to say something else and couldn’t 

come up with appropriate words. It all tumbled in her head, and 

for some reason she felt foolish, like a child that encountered 

a crying friend with bloodied knees and stood stunned, not 

knowing what to do. To run up and help? To offer a hand? To wrap 

an arm around? To say something soothing? What does one do in an 

ordeal like this one? 

Some writer I am. Nessy shook her head and sighed. 

They walked across the slope to the dark edge of the woods 

where the cabin’s windows gleamed in two yellow dots. The snow 

stopped falling and it was very quiet, peaceful and still. Their 

steps crunched in the snow, and occasionally Vita would utter a 

low impatient whine, eager to get home as fast as possible. 

I forgot to turn off the lights, thought Nessy. I rushed 

out so fast, I forgot to turn off the lights. At least it will 

give us direction. She glanced about uneasily.  
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The dusk thickened into irregular purplish shadows that 

made everything look sinister.  

They were halfway there when Vita barked once and tore off. 

She stopped over a dark clump and nuzzled at it, rooting with 

her paws. 

“Vita!” Nessy turned to Mitya. “Can you hold her up alone?” 

Mitya understood by the urgency of her tone what she meant. 

“Yes.” He said, and added, “Go.” 

“What is it?” Asked Olesya. She drifted in and out of 

delirium, moving her legs automatically, and had to squint to 

see. 

Nessy was heaving something up from the snow. 

Olesya’s eyes widened. “It’s Egor. Mitya, it’s Egor!”  

By the time they waddled up to him, Nessy has produced a 

ring with keys and foisted it into Mitya’s hand. “Go,” she waved 

with her hand toward the cabin that stood maybe about another 

quarter of a mile away. “Get your friend inside and come back to 

help me. He’s suffering from hypothermia,” her voice trembled, 

“last stages of it. There is not much we can do, I’m afraid.” 

“What is she saying?” Asked Olesya, alternating glances at 

Mitya and Nessy. “What is she saying?” 

“She’s saying...” began Mitya, and his hold of Olesya 

weakened. They kneeled.  
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Egor was undressed, wearing only his red tights. The 

leotard, his jacket, and even shoes lay scattered in the snow. 

It appeared that he has stopped breathing. His handsome face was 

blue, his lips white and frosted. 

“Why is he naked?” Asked Olesya. 

“I don’t know,” Mitya shook his head.  

“Egor! Egor! Please—” a bout of coughing interrupted 

Olesya. 

“Get her in the house.” Said Nessy to Mitya, holding back a 

surge of oncoming tears. “House. There. Go.” She passed an 

exasperated exhale. “You can’t help your friend anymore. So 

please, go.” 

Mitya tried lifting up Olesya, but she didn’t help him. Her 

whole body went slack. “Come on.” 

She mumbled something. 

“What?” he leaned closer. 

“I don’t want to live. I just want to...I want to die...” 

Mitya’s eyes rounded. “What? What are you saying?” 

She lifted her face to him. It was wrecked with misery, 

with bitter desolation. “I did it. I killed him. I killed all of 

them. If not for—” 

“Stop,” he said sharply. “Stop taking this on yourself. 

It’s not your fault, okay? You did all you could to prevent this 
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from happening. Now you need to get up and worry about yourself. 

Can you do that for me?” 

She shook her head and stared at Egor, at his eyebrows 

touched with frost, at his silvery frozen face, at his glassy 

eyes looking into nothing, his thick eyelashes that she used to 

adore so much, his beautifully built athletic body. The most 

refined dancer in Alla Borisovna’s troupe, dead, dead like most 

of them, like Alla Borisovna herself, with only her, Mitya and 

Vika left, Vika who will never dance, who has escaped this 

nightmare in her own way. 

Vita woofed quietly, impatiently, beating her tail on the 

snow and kicking up sparkling dust. 

Nessy passed her eyes from one dancer to another, trying to 

understand what was going on between these two, and seeing it in 

their faces clear without words. She put up a hand and shushed 

Vita with it. 

For Mitya and Olesya everything else ceased to exist. It 

was only the two of them, and layers of crystal powder, sheets, 

planes, strata, so much of it, you could drown in it and lose 

yourself, with nowhere to go, nowhere to return. 

“Do you want to dance?” Asked Mitya. He began to shiver, 

and his words came out unclear, but Olesya understood. There was 

a sudden light in her face. It bloomed and colored her out of 
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this darkness she plunged herself into. “Yes,” she said, then 

her face folded. “But that’s in the past.” 

“No, it’s not. You will dance. I know it. I won’t let you 

do this to yourself. Come on. Get up. Hold on to me.” He offered 

her a hand. 

“Why?” she asked. “Why do you care?” 

“Why?” The question seemed to take him by surprise. 

“Because I love you, silly. I really love you. I do.” 

“You do?” she waited, barely breathing. 

“Yes, I do.” He grinned. “Do you want me to say it again? I 

can. Do you want me to scream? I can scream it.” He sucked in a 

lungful of air and bellowed. “Hey, world! Did you know I—” his 

words got cut off.  

Olesya leapt up at him and hung on his neck. 

They kissed, crying, digging fingers into each other’s 

heads as if in fear of someone ripping them apart, someone or 

something interfering and ending this closeness.  

Startled by the commotion, Vita broke into a volley of 

barks. Nessy hushed her, looking up at two young people and 

surreptitiously wiping tears that managed to spill over, 

unbidden. And it was in that moment that something stirred in 

her, woke, the memory of that feeling that trampled everything 

else, that lightness, the carelessness, that unquenchable 

cheerfulness and reckless abandon that she lost. The dam she 



Anske / TUBE / 555 

erected inside her, scrupulously building it brick by brick, 

ruptured and burst. 

“Vita? I think I know,” she whispered to her loyal friend 

who cocked her quizzical head, “I know what’s blocking me.”  

Vita understood this as an invitation for snuggling and 

happily licked Nessy’s face, awaiting further instructions. 
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Chapter 50. Mitya’s Account 

The cabin was no more than a dark weather-stained box with a 

cable roof. A solitary chimney pipe pierced the thick snowcap 

like an admonitory finger. Recently shoveled banks framed a 

hardpan path that led to a small porch. Mitya fumbled with the 

keys, turned the latch, and the heavy oak door slowly swung 

inward. He staggered in, stomping the snow off his boots, 

helping Olesya step over the threshold. A warm lived-in smell 

welcomed them, and they both feasted on it, inhaling it, tasting 

it, wanting to touch it.  

“We made it, Olesya, we made it.” Mitya’s voice caught at 

the end. 

She nodded. She couldn’t speak, overwhelmed. Here was a 

place someone inhabited, someone who had a connection to the 

outside world, someone who had food and water. But best of all 

was the feeling of solidity, of permanence. The cabin didn’t 

move, it wasn’t a box on wheels, it was planted firmly on the 

face of the earth and not in a hurry to leave. 

Olesya sunk on a bench by the coat rack. She leaned back 

into the softness of coats and closed her eyes. 
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We’re alive. We’re out of that dreadful train. Papa is 

dead, he can’t get to us. It’s over. It’s all over. 

A shy tear spilled down her cheek. Something touched her 

legs. She flinched and stared down. 

“It’s just me, taking your shoes off.” Mitya kneeled by her 

feet, unwrapping what was left of the pointes and revealing her 

frozen feet that she felt no longer. 

Mitya sucked in air at the sight of them. “We need to warm 

you up and get you some medicine, ASAP.” He rubbed his hands 

over her feet, massaging them. Olesya winced. It hurt. Once some 

blood flowed into her face, he swiftly tucked his arms under her 

frail frame and carried her into the only room.  

Inside it was plain, spartan. A single lamp pooled in the 

circle of yellow light that spilled over a writing desk littered 

with papers. A window over it, dark and frosted, with barely a 

sign of a horizon in all that inky blue—it must have offered a 

splendid view during the day. A wooden chair with a pillow and a 

blanket folded over its back. Rough unpolished wooden walls, 

tufts of insulation in between laths, no pictures, no 

photographs. Concrete floor with an unadorned rattan rug. Nessy 

didn’t seem to need much.  

Mitya turned around in search of a bed. There it was, a 

narrow truckle in a corner, and next to it a shelf stuffed with 

books. There were books on the side table, books on the floor, 
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and one on the bed, with a bright red bookmark sticking out in 

the middle.  

Mitya laid Olesya on the bed, propping her head on the 

pillow, picked up the book and read the title. 

“Murder on the Orient Express, by Agatha Christie.” 

“What’s that?” Asked Olesya. 

“A book, it’s a book this woman is reading. About a murder 

on a train, of all things.” 

“Nessy. Nessy is her name.”  

“How do you know?” 

“She said it when...when she came in...” the memory made 

Olesya shudder.  

“Ah.” Mitya flipped to the first page. 

“‘It was five o’clock on a winter’s morning in Syria. 

Alongside the platform at Aleppo stood the train grandly 

designated in railway guides as the Taurus Express. It consisted 

of a kitchen and dining car, a sleeping car and two local 

coaches.’” He shut the book with aversion, muttering, “‘It was 

our pleasure to serve you and to make your trip as enjoyable as 

possible. Please consider choosing us as your premiere travel 

accommodation in the nearest future. Thank you for traveling 

with TUBE: Trans-Urban Blitz-Express.’ Brrr...” his hands shook, 

and he chucked the book to the side table. “I can’t think about 
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trains. I don’t ever want to set my foot on a train, ever again. 

Forget it.”  

“Can I see?” Asked Olesya. “I’ve read Christie, but never 

this book.” Mitya handed it to her and felt her forehead with a 

frown. “I’ll go get you some water and see what she has here in 

terms of painkillers, all right? Don’t exert yourself too much.” 

“I won’t,” assured him Olesya, flipping through the pades. 

Mitya vanished into the small kitchen where he rammed his 

foot into something and sent a couple pots flying to the floor 

with a loud bang. “Oh God, I forgot!” Came his cry, and he 

rushed to Olesya, eyes bulged. “I forgot! She is waiting for me 

out there! Ah, the devil take me, how could I?” He stomped into 

the entrance hall just as the door creaked and Nessy tromped in, 

dragging Egor’s body with her. Vita squirmed inside, and in a 

couple bounds was on Olesya, licking the sweat off her face and 

basking her in that moist doggy breath that indicated boundless 

happiness. 

“Vita, get off her!” Came Nessy’s cry. 

“Don’t”, whispered Olesya to the dog, mussing her head. She 

patted on the spot next to her, and Nessy contently jumped on 

the bed, curling up into a giant fur ball. Olesya leaned her 

head on the dog and by the time Mitya and Nessy came up to her, 

she was out like a light. 
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Nessy glared at her dog, speaking “Vita!” with her lips 

only, shaking a finger. 

Vita innocently opened her eyes until they resembled two 

black marbles, as if saying, “What did I do? I didn’t do 

anything wrong. She told me to get up. She is sick, Nessy. She 

needs me.” 

Nessy pursed her lips, and flapped her pockets, feeling 

them. She took out her phone. “Thank God, it works. Not that it 

matters, I have a landline.” She sat on a poof by a low table 

littered with books and picked up a black receiver of an old-

style rotary phone, turning the plastic disk three times and 

waiting for the signal. 

“Yes, hello? I have an accident to report. Yes. What? Oh, 

of course. Nessy Nielson. No, “N,” as in “Nancy.” Yes, yes. 

Address? Sure...” 

Mitya listened to her speak. She asked him for his and 

Olesya’s names, dates and places of birth, the number of dancers 

in the troupe, the reason for their travel, the destination. He 

told her, and she recounted the details to the phone. After she 

was done, she hung up and bunched up her brows. “They said it 

might take them a while.” 

Mitya looked at her quizzically. 
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Nessy tapped on her wristwatch. “Time. It will take them 

some time. A blizzard is coming this way. They will try sending 

a helicopter, they said. But it might not work.” 

“Ah, time.” Mitya nodded to indicate he understood. 

“Well, there is nothing else for us to do but wait. I worry 

about that girl left alone there. Do you think we could go back 

and retrieve her?” She glanced at the window. It was hopelessly 

dark, and if the storm was coming, they might not make it back 

at all. Nessy dropped her head into her palms, then raised her 

eyes at Mitya. “You’re probably starving. Would you like some 

food? Tea?” 

“Yes,” he said gratefully. “But...Olesya?” 

“Let her sleep. Her body needs it.” 

Olesya didn’t stir. Vita raised her head, pricked up her 

ears, but didn’t move. 

And so Nessy made some soup and tea, which Mitya gobbled 

down and then struggled to hold it in, suppressing the urge to 

retch it all out. His body felt warm, he relaxed, and over the 

course of the next hour recounted to Nessy their misfortunes 

from the time Nastya suffered an injury and was taken to a 

hospital to the final carriage detachment from the locomotive. 

He struggled, glancing at the covered body of Egor laid out by 

the door where it was cold. It made him forget words, and he 

ended up waving his hands a lot and miming. He didn’t mention 
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any abnormalities like the train talking to them, the dead 

dancers moving about as if alive, the causes of all the 

accidents, the transformations of the carriages to spaces that 

they couldn’t possibly hold. He was afraid Nessy might think him 

crazy. 

She didn’t interfere, patiently listening to his tangled 

story and nodding her head, that stubborn wiry lock loose again. 

She didn’t even notice. It all sounded surreal, what this young 

man told her, and it took hold of her. An idea was hatching in 

her head, and it made her tremble. She hadn’t felt an urge to 

start writing like this one in a long long time. 

A rumble rolled through the ground like a rattle of catarrh 

in a giant’s throat. Mitya stopped mid-sentence, his eyes wide. 

Nessy slowly turned toward the window. Somewhere out there a 

slab of snow detached from the mountain and crashed down, 

smiting everything underneath it. 

The blizzard announced its entrance. 
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Chapter 51. Help Is On The Way 

The phone rang. It was a mellow trilling sound, but it tore 

through the thick silence like a thunderstorm. Nessy jumped. She 

reached over and picked up the receiver.  

“Yes? Yes, that’s her.” She listened attentively. “Yes, 

ma’am. Of course.” She cupped the speaker. “Would you give me 

that notepad right there? Thanks.” Mitya handed her the pad with 

a pencil, and she quickly scribbled something down, nodding. 

“Aha, I got it. Emergency train? When should we expect it? 

Right, in the morning.” 

Mitya understood the words “emergency” and “train,” and 

they sliced through him like knives. He waited breathlessly for 

Nessy to explain what he hoped was not the need for them to get 

onboard a train again.  

“Well,” Nessy placed both hands on her knees, “they said 

it’s impossible to reach me by car just now, and it’s too dark 

and too dangerous to risk a snowmobile or a helicopter, but they 

will try to send a snowplowing train, one of those that clears 

the tracks. Thankfully the railroad runs through a crevice so 

there is little chance for the blizzard to derail it. It will be 

protected by stonewalls. In any case, I told them to hurry.” She 
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motioned to Olesya who lay still, her breathing shallow and 

ragged, her face pale and sweaty. 

“Yes,” said Mitya, swallowing. 

Olesya’s hair spread over the pillow in wet irregular 

snaggles. Her eyes sunk, and deep purple lines appeared where 

there were none before, making her skin look whiter than paper, 

bluish almost, with splotches of unhealthy pink crawling up her 

neck.  

“Let me see what I have in my medicine cabinet.” Nessy 

stood and headed for the tiny kitchen.  

Mitya heard her open and close cabinet doors, pull out 

drawers, and rustle in the contents inside. He stole to the bed 

and sat on the floor, his hand on Olesya’s cold fingers, his 

eyes on her restless face that twitched. Her eyelids fluttered. 

The round protrusions of irises moved rapidly. She was dreaming. 

He laid his head on the side of the bed, content. 

When Nessy returned with a glass of water and a couple 

Advil pills in her hand, Mitya was sleeping. His hair bunched up 

next to Olesya’s hand. His mouth half-opened, and a thin line of 

saliva trickled on the blanket. His legs were crossed, and one 

of his arms hung loosely, a palm to the ceiling. Even in this 

exhausted state they both looked like dancers arrested mid-

movement, their limbs refined and supple yet strong and sinewy, 

their gestures delicate, aesthetically pleasing. Nessy drew in 
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her breath, admiring the picture. For a second she forgot about 

the carnage she witnessed, about the dead body of another dancer 

in her hallway, about the blizzard whistling in the windowpanes. 

“Yes, this is it,” she said quietly. 

Vita raised her head, alarmed. 

“Shhh, girl. Lie down. It’s nothing.” Nessy’s eyes 

glimmered with excitement, and while the night marched on, she 

sat down at her writing desk and began to cover sheet after 

sheet with quick scrawling lines. 
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Chapter 52. The Rescue 

It was dawn when the phone rang again. Vita jumped off the bed, 

barking loudly. Olesya sat up at once, her heart going a million 

beats a minute. At first she couldn’t understand where she was, 

having dreamt about her room back home. She blinked, staring 

around, and then it crashed on her. She watched Nessy rise from 

the desk and snatch the phone receiver. Almost immediately after 

she started talking there were bangs on the door. A voice called 

from outside. Mitya was already there, lifting the latch. 

In a cloud of steam three people stomped inside, two men 

and one woman in thick red snowsuits with reflective stripes on 

the cuffs and big white crosses printed on the upper sleeves and 

on the right side of their chests. A whiff of freezing air 

brushed Olesya’s exposed feet, and she tucked them in, 

shivering. 

“Shh, sit,” said Mitya to Vita who didn’t listen to him, 

wagging her tail with the viciousness of an over-excited dog. 

“Vita, to me!” Nessy hung up the phone and hurried out of 

the room, talking as she went. “I’m sorry about the dog, she is 

just overly friendly.” She threw a stern glance at Vita who 

whined and sat in the corner, starting at her mistress 
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dejectedly. “Please, come in. I’m so glad you could make it. My 

name is Nessy. Nessy Nielson.” She stretched out her hand. 

The taller man of the two, his face sun-burned, the frost 

on his grey stubble melting, took off his glove and shook it. 

“James Mitchell, paramedic, Nordic Search and Rescue Team.” His 

raspy voice rolled off effortlessly, bringing with it a certain 

calm. “I hear you’ve had quite an incident here.” He pulled up 

his goggles and pressed thumbs into his squinted eyes. A tired 

sigh escaped his chest, and he shifted his weight from one leg 

to another. 

“Careful,” warned him the woman. She had already taken off 

her goggles and hat, and her blonde hair cascaded down in a 

golden sheet around her flushing face. She was in her twenties, 

and her blue eyes opened up wide, but she quickly took control 

of herself and narrowed them, gazing calmly at the body.  

James followed her eyes. They exchanged a glance. 

“All right, what do we have here?” he leaned over and 

flipped the blanket off. Egor’s bluish face looked rigid, his 

eyelids thankfully closed. “Oof.”  

“We found him on our way here, from the train, I mean,” 

said Nessy apologetically and almost stuttering. “I don’t know 

if I made the right call, but I thought leaving him out 

there...” she trailed off. 
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“That’s all right,” said the other man, squat and burly, 

his face polished with indifference the type only experienced 

rescuers wear. He’d probably seen worse, much worse. “You did 

what you thought was best. James, should I get the sleds ready?” 

he flicked his chin in Olesya’s direction. “Are these the 

survivors?” 

“Yes,” Nessy turned to look, “that’s Olesya, and this is 

Mitya. Did I say it right?” 

Mitya didn’t understand her. “Hello,” he said and shook 

hands. 

Olesya shrunk, a bout of nausea cooking in the cavity of 

her stomach. She felt lightheaded but fought it like the 

dickens, clenching her teeth and balling up her fists. Mitya 

walked up to her and sat on the bed. “Hey. Good morning. I was 

so worried about you. Did you sleep okay?” 

“I guess,” Olesya nodded. “I don’t remember how I fell 

asleep, though.” 

“The important fact it, you slept. How are you feeling?” 

“Are they...” Olesya swallowed hard, “going to arrest us?” 

“Arrest us?” Mitya smiled. “No. Why?” 

“I don’t know. That tall guy is looking at me strange.” 

“He is probably trying to gage how hurt you are, that’s 

all. None of this is your fault, Olesya. I wish you’d stop 
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berating yourself.” He looked her in the eyes, holding up her 

chin. 

Moisture gathered in her throat, and Olesya forced it down, 

gulping and blinking rapidly. “Okay. I will try.” 

“Promise?” 

“Promise.” 

The woman walked up to them. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I 

need to examine you. Do you mind?” She spoke sharply, 

professionally, and yet forcefully, as if burying her true 

emotions under this cando façade. As she took Olesya’s 

temperature and did the usual motions, she kept stealing quick 

glances back at James. 

Is she seeking his approval? She is probably new. Looks 

like she is new. 

Olesya bunched her brows, wincing in pain as the woman’s 

fingers touched her tender cuts and bruises and tried to 

understand what the rescuers were talking about. She detected 

words like “storm” and “avalanche”—they were the same in 

Russian—but the rest escaped her. She sought an answer from 

Mitya. He didn’t notice her look, concentrated on watching James 

feel his arms and legs and listen to his chest. 

Nessy was talking quietly to the shorter man who nodded his 

head thoughtfully. Vita shifted her head from her mistress to 

the man and back, as if asking, “Is it okay he is standing so 
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close to you? You sure you don’t want me to scare him off? I 

can, you know. Just say the word.” 

Finally Olesya and Mitya were bundled up into scratchy 

woolen blankets and led outside where three pairs of skis and 

poles leaned against the wall. A couple sleds that were nothing 

more than two long metal trays with thermal bags and bars for 

pulling sat on the pathway. Olesya was helped in by the woman, 

her eyes on Mitya the entire time. 

“It’s okay,” he mouthed to her, “it will be fine.” 

Olesya pressed her lips together. 

Where is this fear coming from? What’s there to be afraid 

of? It’s ridiculous. They’re simply going to take us to the 

hospital, and there— Her thoughts broke off, cut by a vivid 

idea. Exactly how are they going to take us there? I didn’t hear 

a helicopter. Olesya’s stomach shrunk into a nut under a 

premonition. The woman was recounting to her what she saw doing, 

zipping up the bag and securing the tarp above it with straps, 

when it came to Olesya. 

The train. They are going to take us to the train.  

She didn’t know how she knew. She just knew. Her insides 

froze. She stared around wildly, trying to pull out her arms. 

The woman said something sternly. Nessy came up to her and gave 

her a hearty hug and a kiss, which frightened Olesya even more. 

Her mother never hugged her like this stranger did. Never 
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pressed her lips to her cheek like this woman pressed them, with 

empathy, with compassion. Olesya glanced once more at her dark 

face, blinked her tears away, and before she could say goodbye, 

the sled moved.  

Her head bopped on the humps, and she stared at the sky, 

the white expanse that stretched endlessly into vast trackless 

nothing. Rare snowflakes rushed by as the sled swished down, and 

it lulled her, this movement, and calmed her. The tip of her 

nose froze. She hardly bothered to notice. 

I will dance. I will. After all of this is over and I’m 

home, I will keep dancing no matter what. For me. I will do it 

for me. I’m sorry, papa, this is no longer about you. I no 

longer want to please you. I don’t have to. I never had to, only 

I didn’t know it. I was holding on to you for approval, like a 

scared little girl. I thought without you I wouldn’t do it 

right. I was wrong. I didn’t need your approval, I know it now. 

I’m only sorry it took me so long to see it, but in a way it was 

you who showed it to me, and for that I thank you. 

Her vision doubled. Two wet lines ran from the corners of 

her eyes to her cheeks. She couldn’t wipe them, and didn’t want 

to. Those were her last tears. 

“Thank you for everything you taught me,” she whispered, 

warm air escaping her lips in little puffs. “I’m no longer mad 

that you left me, that you died when I needed you most. I 
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forgive you. And I forgive myself for thinking it was somehow my 

fault.” 

She fell silent. It seemed like there were no more words. 

Nothing to say, nothing to think. The quiet sibilating noises 

the bottom of the sled made sounded like music to her, and she 

moved with it. She danced. She flexed her toes just so, shifted 

her fingers, and she flew over the slope of this mountain, 

barely touching it, leaping in a graceful arc. 

She danced when the sled was being carefully pulled down 

the rocky path and stopped in a crevice dug out in the snow by 

the blue carriage where a hunched figure of Vika being tended to 

by a couple rescuers. 

She danced when a fierce wind whipped her face.  

She danced when the blonde woman helped her sit up, her 

face scrunched against the blowing snow. 

She danced when Mitya sidled up to her, his head hooded in 

the blanket, his questioning eyes looking at her strangely. “Are 

you okay?” 

Olesya nodded silently, smiling. 

“It’s so windy, no wonder they couldn’t send a helicopter.” 

Olesya didn’t answer. 

She still danced when she first heard then saw a terrible 

apparition grind its way through the avalanche of snow that 

spread from the high point of the hill to the low dip where the 
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carriage sat. It looked like a worm with its front maw 

consisting entirely of teeth. They were red, no doubt stained by 

blood, and they rotated with a grinding whistling noise that 

assaulted her eardrums. A fountain of snow powder ejected from 

the top funnel on its roof, obscuring the trees and rocks in a 

greyish hoary haze.  

“Whoa,” said Mitya appreciatively. “I’ve never seen one of 

these before. You know what it is?” 

Olesya shook her head. 

“It’s a rotary snow blower. Look at this beast. It clears 

railroad tracks, biting into packed snow like it’s butter. I 

think we’ll get to ride it.” His eyes lip up, and then he 

suddenly frowned. “Will be okay riding this thing?” 

Olesya nodded, not a trace of fear hiding anywhere in her 

body. She diligently searched every corner. No. Nothing 

anywhere, only a fierce desire to hear Tchaikovsky’s violins and 

move, move, move. 

“You sure?” He sounded worried. 

She nodded. 

The train chugged and sputtered and jettisoned sprays of 

crystals, like a slithering dragon advancing toward them in a 

cloud of steam. It inched along the tracks opposite to the ones 

where the now abandoned TUBE carriage sat. At its rear Olesya 

made out a couple sleds with something wrapped in them and 
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covered from head to toe. She guessed those were Yanchik’s and 

Larisa’s bodies, and an echo of pain pierced her. A pair of 

rescuers brought down another sled. 

“Egor,” she muttered. 

“Yes,” sighed Mitya and passed out compressed air through 

his lips. It sounded like a hiss. “It’s...” he hesitated groping 

for word. “It’s a miracle we’re still alive. It’s terrible that 

there are only three of us left. It’s just too awful.” 

“Yeah,” echoed Olesya. “It is.” She paused. “We will die 

too, eventually. Everyone dies. We were lucky to escape it this 

time. It will come back for us.” She chuckled. It came out of 

nowhere, and it surprised her. “You know, out of all things in 

life, this is only thing I’m certain about. I know it will 

happen, I only don’t know when. Until then...will you dance with 

me? Will you be my partner?” 

Mitya raised his brows into that familiar triangle, puzzled 

at first, then radiant. “Yes. Of course. Always.” 

He slid a hand from under the blanket. She held it. 

The emergency train issued a warning whistle and stopped a 

few paces behind the sleeper.  

James walked up to them and led them to the coach that was 

attached to the blower locomotive. There was one more behind it 

and then an identical blower on the other end, apparently to get 

them back in case more snow decided to slide on the tracks.  
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Olesya tottered in small dainty steps, holding fast to the 

blanket wrapped around her. She reached for the handle and 

climbed in with the help of a medic inside who grasped her hand 

and pulled, but before stepping inside, she halted and glanced 

over her shoulder to cast one last look at the place where she 

parted with her father. It didn’t seem in any way special, just 

a forlorn railroad buried under the snow, with figures in red 

scurrying over it like fire ants, busy with cleanup.  

On the ridge stood a dark figure in a black coat, with a 

black dog on a leash sitting next to it. The figure waved. 

Olesya waved back. Then she craned her neck up, to the tip of 

the cliff where the TUBE locomotive no longer burned. There 

wasn’t any smoke, and all she could see was the black little 

silhouette, an overturned toy train from this distance. 

“Goodbye, papa,” she said quietly. “Rest in peace.” And she 

stepped inside. 

It was a relatively dark hollow car that in other times 

served as luggage storage. A few portable benches lined the 

walls, emergency kits, blankets, skis, and other rescue 

equipment laying around in irregular heaps. It seemed it was 

outfitted in a hurry. 

“Over here, please.” The medic, a young man with a serious 

face and a chockfull of dark hair led her to the bench. She 

lowered herself on it. Mitya joined her. They sat silently side 
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by side for maybe no more than five minutes, or maybe it was 

thirty five. Olesya couldn’t tell. She thought she ought to feel 

exhilarated, relieved, but she was blank.  

The engine rattled and came to life. The naked steel floor 

of the carriage vibrated, and a bolt of sudden shock gored 

Olesya, entering at the crown of her head and coming out of her 

chest. She felt impaled on it like on a spear. Hot breath tore 

out of her lungs, and blood rushed to her face, making her reel. 

Is it breathing? 

Her eyes rounded. Somewhere above her head Mitya was asking 

her something. She couldn’t hear him, her ears attuned to the 

minutest change in the tremor of the floor. 

Was it breathing?  

She listened. 

No. It was only her imagination. Her imagination. 

“What is it?” Mitya’s voice finally broke though the 

membrane of her mist. 

“Nothing. It’s nothing. I’m fine.” She gave him a wan 

smile. “Just feeling loopy, from all this...you know.” 

“You scared me.” He exhaled. 

“Sorry. I’m okay.” 

His attention got diverted. The medic was asking him 

something, and Olesya tuned out. She listened once more to the 
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steady staccato of the wheels on the rails, the tremor of the 

carriage, the shaking and the creaking of the bogies. 

Those were normal train sounds, and she relaxed. 

It’s nothing. 

It’s only my imagination. 
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Chapter 53. The Damned Bloody Outline 

“Olesya heard the train breathe in. A deep slow inhale and a 

shudder. A tremor. A rumble of living fabric under her feet. A 

dragging laborious stretch, confined, alive and—  

‘In pain. It’s in pain.’” 

Nessy put down her fountain pen and looked down at Vita who 

was curled up by her feet. The dog immediately cocked her ears 

and raised her head, all attention.  

“What do you think of this?” Asked Nessy. “A story about a 

train that’s alive. A killer train. It’s killing ballerinas. You 

think it’s too crazy?”  

Vita issued a low growl. 

Nessy sighed and cupped her chin. “I know, I’ve never 

written anything like this before, any of that paranormal stuff, 

but this is different, you know what I mean?” 

Vita tilted her head, confused. There was no word “walk” in 

this tirade, and no word “food,” yet her mistress’s voice 

sounded excited. That was new. She decided to wait before 

jumping up, but tensed her muscles just in case.   
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“I think I got something here.” Continued Nessy dreamily. 

“I think I got something. I can feel it.” She picked up the pen 

again and started covering the paper with large loopy scrawls. 

Vita passed a low disappointed whine and put her head on 

her paws. There was no prospect of going for a walk, as far as 

she could tell. People thought too much before doing things. 

She’d have to be patient and wait. That’s what it came down to, 

her unconditional indissoluble love.  

Patiently waiting. 

 

 

 

The End 


